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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Alcohol abuse

is

"alive and well"

on most

campuses across the United States today.
be taken lightly,

student alcohol abuse

college

Not an issue to
looms as a major

problem on many college and university campuses,
impacting students,

administrators,

overall quality of campus

life

1994;

& Bachman,

Johnston,

alcohol abuse or

O'Malley,

educators,

(Eigen,

"binge drinking"

1991;

1996).

negatively

and the

Wechsler,
Although

has become normal

behavior for many college students and an expected part of
what

they label

"the

four best years of their lives,"

college administrators and others still grapple with the
question of why students drink so abusively,
combat

this negative behavior.

document the

and how to

While we are able to

incidence of abusive drinking and propose

some

theories regarding student motivation to drink this way,
little has been written about how students perceive the
rules or behavioral
behavior,
passage"

standards/expectations about this

other than that they expect
of the college experience,

anticipate as part of

it to be a

"rite of

and a lifestyle they

"college life."

Because alcohol abuse has become such a common
phenomenon on college campuses,

counseling students about

this risky behavior becomes a difficult,
task.

if not

Working as a substance abuse counselor,

1

impossible,
I

regularly

hear statements
have

fun,"

"So what

such as

"I drink just

if

I graduate,

I

is college.

we're supposed to

like every other college student,"

drink too much,

it's only college,"

I'm not going to drink this way."

these interviews,
easily be

“This

the drinking that

"alcoholism,"

many students engage

"When

In many of

students describe could

labeled alcohol abuse and,

dependency or

and

in some cases,

by DSM IV standards.

in binge drinking,

alcohol

Although

some of them also

appear to recognize that this behavior is dangerous.
Students will

sheepishly admit that

drinking haven,"
(here),

"If parents knew what

they'd pull their kids out of

like myself,
thus

and

"The campus

is a

really went on

school."

Counselors

and other staff who work in these settings are

faced with the difficult question:

college professionals,

How do we,

as

talk to students about their

problematic alcohol use and high-risk binge drinking when
the campus environment,

"college life,"

and campus norms

seem to support and encourage it?
Especially disturbing is the reality that
alcohol consumption
among those
off-campus.

(bv quantity)

is

student

55.6 percent greater

living on campus compared to students

living

Campus residents also report binge drinking

more often than their off-campus peers;

47.6 percent of on-

campus residents drink this way compared to 34.3 percent of
off-campus students.

Furthermore,

frequency binge drinking,
on-campus

one-fifth

in terms of high(20.7 percent)

students binged three or more times

2

of the

in the

previous two weeks,
campus students

compared with 13.5 percent of the off-

(Presley,

Meilman,

Cashin,

& Lyerla,

1996).

Although there is a plethora of research studies on
the

incidence of binge drinking and the problems associated

with this type of heavy alcohol use,

I have not

research that asks students to discuss,

found any

in depth,

their

experience and feelings about policy education and
enforcement

in their campus residence halls.

especially perplexing because
contemporary students
often to excess

it

This

is

is common knowledge that

frequently drink in their dorms,

(Moffat,

1989;

Nelson,

1987).

exploratory study attempted to learn what

This

factors,

including the messages students receive about behavioral
standards and expectations around alcohol use,
perpetuate or inhibit a
culture

"partying"

either

and binge drinking

in campus residence halls.

How Did These Alcohol Abuse Patterns Develop?
In order to understand how student drinking has become
such a serious problem,

we should review how the

norms and mores have changed over the past
to the

1960s,

25 years.

Prior

colleges and universities used the concept of

"in loco parentis"
campus

social

(Fisher,

to govern and/or supervise students on

1987;

Johnston,

O'Malley,

& Bachman,

1986) .

College administrators acted as parents with students,
rules and regulations were stricter,
were still

in effect,

dorms were

3

e.g.,

parietal rules

single-sex,

and the

majority of

student drinking occurred not

in off-campus bars and fraternity houses

in the dorms,
(Upcraft,

but

1982).

The period marked by student protests and the Vietnam
anti-War movement

in the

"in loco parentis."

late 1960s dealt a death knell to

Students demanded more

residence halls became co-ed,
eliminated,
younger
students

and older

parietal rules were

"houseparents"

"residence directors,"

"student rights"

were replaced by

who were often graduate

in their early twenties

younger residence hall

freedom,

(Chickering,

1981).

These

staff readily identified with the

movement,

including the right to self-

determination regarding alcohol use.
Along with the decrease
of rules

in control and the relaxation

in the residence halls,

another significant change

contributed to the widespread use of alcohol on campus.
The drinking age

law was

lowered from age 21 to age 18

during the

1970s,

"partying"

to gain a solid foothold in the campus

environment.

which allowed student drinking and

Keg parties and other wild drinking sprees

became permanent

fixtures of many college weekends,

oftentimes taking place

in dorm rooms and lounges.

time the drinking age was returned to 21
result of Federal Highway legislation,
privacy of one's

"home,"

in 1984,

as a

drinking in the

the college dormitory,

an expected privilege of the campus

By the

had become

lifestyle.

Other trends also contributed to this problem.
1960s heralded in the message of

4

"Turn on!

Tune

In!

As the
And

Drop Out!,"

drug experimentation and alcohol use trickled

down from the college age group to students at the
secondary school
Education,

level and younger

1982).

(Chronicle of Higher

Drinking and drug use have become so

accepted by young adolescents that Baumrind and Moselle
(1985)

have described such activities as

experience"

of being a young middle class adolescent

United States.

This

is not

in the

surprising when we consider

that most college age students,
campus,

"part of the

by the time they arrive on

will have seen approximately 100,000 beer

commercials on television,

all of which portray drinking as

a necessary aspect of relaxing and socializing.
& World Report,

1987).

As a result,

(U.S.

News

most of these students

arrive on campus expecting to drink totally unsupervised in
settings such as campus residence halls

(Whitcomb & Miller,

1990) .
A number of academic historians have already
chronicled the changes which have occurred in the college
culture during the past three decades,
attention to the changes
Boyer,

in College:

paying particular

in alcohol/drug use norms.

The Undergraduate Experience,

Ernest

was

especially dismayed by what he observed on many campuses,
writing:
College students today take for granted life
styles that twenty years ago might have gotten
their parents admonished and expelled . . .
Campus living is one of the least well-guided
aspects of the undergraduate experience and
alcohol is the overwhelming drug of choice and
the drug of greatest damage.
(1987, p. xx)

5

Boyer and the Carnegie Commission were extremely
critical of the quality of
housing,

including the

life they observed in student

lack of rules and the degree of

heavy drinking that were commonplace.
shocked to learn that,

On most

They were also

campuses,

administrators

such as deans and vice-chancellors had little
what really went on in their students'
classroom.

lives outside of the

Especially disturbing to this

panel was what they perceived to be as

idea about

investigative

"total ambivalence"

on the part of many college administrators regarding
acceptable standards of behavior for students.

Like Boyer

and his colleagues,

time

studying typical

Michael Moffat

spent

students and the life styles they enjoyed

outside of the classroom.
Boyer's,

(1989)

His observations were similar to

especially in regard to the

lack of adult

supervision in one institution's residence halls:
How did the average student, outside a private
room, experience the power of the deans at
Rutgers in the 1980's?
Most of the time, not at
all.
When they ruled India, the British used to
marvel - and tremble - at having control of a
nation of several million peasants with a white
ruling caste that numbered only in the thousands.
The deans of students at Rutgers in the 1980's
had the same fragile sense of their own power,
for similar numerical reasons.
Ultimately, about
7000 residential students were held in check by a
full-time staff that numbered twenty-seven
individuals.
(p. 36)
After either ignoring or mishandling the drug/alcohol
problems occurring on their campuses
decade of the
administrators

1970s,

in the

and the early 1980s,

late

1960s,

the

some college

finally exhibited a willingness to deal with

6

these

issues during the mid-1980s

the administrative attitude of

(Nelson,

1987) .

"benign neglect"

Although

towards

student

substance use and heavy drinking has begun to

change,

campus administrators have had limited success

changing the abusive
is

"drink to get drunk"

so prevalent on our nation's campuses.

campus administrators have

in

mentality which
In addition,

failed miserably in their

efforts to create and enforce alcohol/drug policies and to
provide effective educational and treatment programs
our nation's college students
Austin,

& DeJong,

(Gonzalez,

1988;

for

Wechsler,

1996) .

Due to the apparent conflict between the educational
mission of colleges and universities and the normative
alcohol abuse

found in many institutions'

residence halls,

this research explored how students experience what might
be described as the
culture.

It

"press"

of the residence hall drinking

is hoped that this exploratory study will help

college administrators understand how the enforcement
climate in their residence halls either contributes to or
combats

student alcohol abuse.

perceptions of alcohol use,

Understanding students'

policy awareness,

and policy

enforcement may help campus administrators everywhere
strategize more effective techniques

for enforcing policy

and eliminating alcohol use in these settings.

7

Statement of the Problem
Binge drinking,
college campuses,

a widespread phenomenon on most

interferes not only with the mission of

higher education but also carries with it
disease,

injury,

and death

(Wechsler,

serious risks of

1995).

Inherent

in

this cultural phenomenon of abusive drinking is the nagging
question of what college

faculty,

administrators,

and

student affairs staff are actually doing to combat the
pervasive norm of

"partying"

and drinking to get drunk

which places students at risk for developing both immediate
and long-term alcohol-related problems.

To date,

school

administrators and student affairs staff have emphasized
educational programming and other

"primary prevention"

responses to address this

issue.

Years of experience have

shown that

while well-intentioned,

these efforts,

have not

succeeded in stemming the rising tide of binge drinking and
other drug use by college students
DeJong,

(Wechsler,

Austin,

&

1996).

Substance abuse prevention experts have thus turned
their focus to new campus prevention efforts
establishment and enforcement of
policies,

including the

sound substance abuse

a strategic approach which has been labeled

"environmental management"
For a number of years,

(DeJong & Langenbahn,

1995) .

these policies have been a source of

controversy due to the ambivalence that college
administrators have regarding their role

8

in enforcing

policy.

Part of this ambivalence stems

from beliefs such

as these:
Student binge drinking is a long-standing
tradition and an innocent
is resistant to change,
construed as a

"rite of passage"

i.e.,

that

what might be

"boys will be boys"

mentality on

the part of campus administrators.
Tougher policies will not work and cannot be
enforced without
which might

invading students'

invite

privacy,

lawsuits and litigation;

Tightening up alcohol policy could effect a
school's reputation of having an active social
life which could impact enrollment or even
alienate alumni,
to the

institution

Langenbahn,
While most

thus reducing financial support
(Wechsler,

1994;

DeJong &

1995).

institutions of higher learning have been

willing to admit that binge drinking is a serious problem
warranting administrative attention,

few colleges and

universities have taken proactive steps to actually analyze
their campus environments,

including the drinking practices

that happen in their residence halls.

Since the passage of

the Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act

(1989),

colleges

and universities have had to file a form with the U.S.
Education Department certifying that they are establishing
programs and policies to make their campuses drug-free.
During the past eight years,

colleges have become more

9

proactive
e.g.,

in their efforts to combat alcohol and drug use,

hiring substance abuse educators,

instituting peer

education programs and substance-free residence halls,
developing stricter alcohol/drug policies.

and

In terms of

changing campus residence hall environments and overall
substance abuse statistics,

however,

and programs have had little success

these kinds of efforts
(Eigen,

1991) .

Purpose of the Study
While the university which was studied has a
comprehensive written alcohol policy,

little was known

about how the policy was perceived by students and the
manner in which it was enforced in the residence halls.
The purpose of this study was therefore to:
1.

gain an accurate picture of how student residents
viewed the alcohol policy,

including their knowledge/

familiarity with it;
2.

learn if and how the policy was enforced;

3.

gain insight about how the
impacted students
is,

state of affairs"

in their decisions to drink,

to begin to understand whether the

particular environmental
to drink,
this

"current

"press"

that
of this

situation influenced students

and whether they actually felt pressure in

setting to conform to student drinking practices;

and

10

4.

gain a rich account

from students about

the meaning

they made of the policy enforcement and drinking
culture

in their residence halls.

It was hoped that this study would help uncover any
mixed messages,

double standards,

education/enforcement.
pated that

More

or loopholes

importantly,

in policy

it was antici¬

the research would provide valuable

insight and

feedback about how students view residence hall drinking.
Armed with this

information,

administrators at this

institution and colleges/universities elsewhere might then
mount more realistic,

systemic responses to this problem.

Significance of the Study
The

importance of any study is that

it

meaningful to the advancement of knowledge
Patton,

1980)

and that

development of practice

it

should be
(Merriam,

1988;

should contribute to the

(Marshall

& Rossman,

1989).

This

study of student perceptions of policy education/
enforcement

in college residence halls contributes to each

of these areas.

Although this

study examined the drinking

culture at one particular university,
relevance

the results have

for broadening our understanding of alcohol

policy education and enforcement

issues at many other

college campuses.
Locke
because

(1989)

writes that we do qualitative research

it allows us to examine how policies,

roles,

and

other systemic elements are perceived by participants.

11

He

also suggests that

in-depth interviews allow us to

"ferret

out of a social setting those subtle influences which may¬
be disguised or displaced in their behavioral
representations"

(p.

11).

used students as

"informants,"

information about what
enforcement,

This particular study,

not only provides us with

"really goes on"

it also gives us valuable

students view this situation.

which

in terms of policy
insight

By doing that,

into how
it

suggests

ways to address the problem of underage drinking in college
residence halls

including improving our educational and

enforcement efforts.
Recent court rulings have made it clear that colleges
and universities must ensure that their residence halls and
other campus activities/programs meet minimum standards of
safety and care.

The cornerstone of campus policy

development and enforcement
Campuses Act,

is the Drug-Free Schools and

codified as Part

86 Edgar

(34

CRF Part

86)

which requires every college/university to enact policies
for the prevention of the unlawful possession,

use,

or

distribution of alcohol and illicit drugs by students and
employees

(DeJong,

1995).

Failure to meet part

requirements can put a school1s federal

86 of EDGAR

funding in

jeopardy.
Furthermore,

the recent rash of deaths of college

students on the East Coast
has

from alcohol-related incidents

sounded a stern warning in the public media about binge

drinking trends.

On August

27,

12

1997,

a Louisiana State

University student
and

in September,

died after
1997,

a

a night

of

freshman at MIT and a

the University of Massachusetts

both died

related accidents.

at

content

of

.41

state's

legal

The

student

percent,
limit

of

heavy drinking,

which
.08

junior at

from alcohol-

MIT had a blood alcohol

is more

for of-age

than

five

times

the

drivers who have been

drinking.
While

there

conducted on
binge

has

is

(Wechsler,

research

and behaviors

actually encourage
standards,

1994).

management"

been a missing

of

regarding

a paucity of published research on

their behavioral

"environmental
abuse

there

attitudes

environments

drinking via
procedures

been an abundance

students'

drinking,

how college

has

Recognizing

approach to

link,

or enable binge

policies,
that

and

an

student

alcohol

the American Medical

Association and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
co-awarded
$750,000
campus

six universities

each to

rigorously study the

environments,

alcohol
It
college

is

hoped that

administrators

this

interventions
Another

of

procedures

that

hall

on student

study will

across

and evaluations

and enforcement

have

alcohol

the United States
their residence
of

their

living and

influence

with the goal

use.

other
to

initiate

hall policies
improving these

with students.
strength of

this

an opportunity to

study is

reflect

13

1996

approximately

effect

including residence

policy enforcement,

critiques

students

and colleges

in

that

it

offered

on their drinking

practices and their views.about policy education/
enforcement

in a quality way.

is a forced-choice

Unlike a questionnaire that

instrument that gathers

"hard facts,"

this research provided students the opportunity to
thoughtfully consider and express their views on this
complex behavior.
and attitudes of
it

Knowing in some detail the perceptions
students about how acceptable/appropriate

is to illegally drink in campus residence halls may help

college officials to design better policies and procedures
that deter illegal drinking and that are

supportive of

students who choose not to drink in their dorms.
It

is also anticipated that

purposefully target

studies such as this,

"what really goes on"

that

in campus

residence halls will encourage and empower campus officials
everywhere to set appropriate behavioral

standards and then

follow through by holding students accountable to these
standards.

Limitations of the Study
Although it

is genuinely hoped that this research will

contribute to the

literature and to efforts aimed at

combating substance abuse on college campuses,
some obvious

limitations to this study.

was used in the

there are

The sample that

study is not a random sample but

known as a cluster sample

(Levy & Lemeshow,

Students who agreed to participate

is

instead

1984).

in the research may have

chosen to do so for a variety of reasons and may have
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carried with them some of their own biases
student drinking and policy enforcement

for or acrainst

in the dorms.

While it was hoped that all of the students would be candid
and open about
dormitories,

the drinking that occurred in their

there may have been some under-reporting due

to the nature of the drinking being seen as
Because questions were asked about
using same-age peers,
enforce policy,

the effectiveness of

the Resident Assistants or R.A.s,

to

and some of these R.A.s may have been

friends with the student

informants,

some hesitancy to portray the R.A.s
Finally,

illegal.

there might have been
in a negative

light.

while this particular study examined drinking

behaviors and policy education and enforcement at a large
state university,

it may not be entirely generalizable to

other types of colleges and universities,
that are not co-ed,
community,
"dry"

such as

schools

schools which have a small residential

or campuses which are designated as completely

for the purpose of alcohol consumption.

This research

needs to be seen as exploratory with any conclusions viewed
as working hypotheses which are suggestive and not
prescriptive

for the population under study.

Definition of Terms
Binge Drinking:
of heavy drinking)
students.

Binge drinking

(or discrete episodes

is a common phenomenon among college-age

An individual

drinker if he consumes

is considered to be a binge

five or more drinks on one occasion
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in the previous two weeks
O'Malley,

& Bachman,

(Wechsler,

1996) .

1994;

Johnston,

A four-drink binge criterion

for women has been recommended by Henry Wechsler
correct

for gender differences

and to approximate equal

(1995)

to

in body mass and metabolism,

likelihood of drinking-related

consequences between genders.

Young adults

in college have

a higher rate of binge drinking relative to their non¬
college peers
Lyerla,

(Wechsler,

1996) .

1994;

Presley,

Meilman,

&

This difference may reflect easier access

to alcohol and parties among students,
college students'
work or marriage.

young adults not

as well as non¬

earlier adoption of adult roles
Relative to high school

rates reflect a 20 percent

involving

seniors,

these

increase in binge drinking for

in college compared with a 44 percent

increase

for young adults

Bachman,

1996) .

Among college men,

in college

(Johnston,

O'Malley,

50 percent are binge drinkers,

while 39 percent of college women binge drink
1995).

Cashin,

(Wechsler,

Wechsler found that relatively few binge drinkers

consider themselves to be heavy or problem drinkers,
91 percent of

i.e.,

the women and 78 percent of the men who

binged considered themselves to be moderate or light
drinkers.
Ethnic and regional differences in frequent monthly
binge drinking rates have also been documented.

White

respondents most often reported monthly binge drinking
followed by Hispanic and African-American respondents
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&

(SAMHSA,

1994) .

among U.S.

The extent of binge drinking varied widely

colleges,

to a high of

from a low of one percent of

70 percent

(Wechsler,

1995).

students

A pattern of

frequent binge drinking was reported less often by
respondents

living in the southern United States compared

with those in the northwestern,
regions
(1994)

(SAMHSA,

1994).

north central,

Similarly,

found that colleges

and western

Wechsler and colleagues

in the northeast and north

central regions had higher rates of binge drinking than
those in the south and west.
Environmental Press Theory:

"Environmental

theory maintains that the environments

in which individuals

reside and interact have influences on them,
collective behavior via their physical
"cultural"
(1936)

and normative behavioral

B=f(P x E),

i.e.,

shaping

structures and their

standards.

proposed the theory that became the

this approach:

Press"

Kurt Lewin

"bedrock"

of

behavior is the function

of the interaction between the person and his environment.
In 1972,

Kaiser expanded this theory and applied it to the

college setting,

declaring that a

"transactional"

relationship existed between college students and the
campus environment.

Kaiser thus maintained that

shape their campus environments and are at
shaped by them.
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students

the same time

CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This

literature review will provide the reader with an

overview of two bodies of relevant research which informed
this study.

Duran and Brooklyn

(1988)

and others have

written extensively about the special characteristics and
the

"novel"

environment of the college campus,

substance abuse

"a part of college life"

the student role."
setting apart
social

and

Because the college campus

from the

larger community,

even calling

"an element of
is a unique

two groups of

learning theory are especially pertinent when

studying students and their behaviors:

Peer-Interaction

Theory and Person-Environment Theory.

Peer-Interaction

Theory proposes that

the primary influence on adolescents

regarding alcohol use are the

individuals'

immediate peers.

While this body of theory recognizes that environmental
factors and personality traits make adolescents either
susceptible or resistant to substance use,

Peer Interaction

Theory stresses that drug/alcohol use is nearly always
linked to peer relationships,
provide

i.e.,

information about drugs,

create a social

context

drugs/alcohol available.

peers are known to

shape attitudes about use,

for their use,
Furthermore,

and also make
peers are known to

reinforce excessive drinking behaviors by laughing at
drunken actions,
"performance"

joking about a particular person's

or drinking antics,
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and labeling heavy

drinkers with pet nicknames

(Blimling & Miltenberger,

1984) .
Person-Environment Theory,

in contrast,

examines the

interaction of students with their environment and
postulates that an individual's environment can either
facilitate or impede his use of alcohol due to factors such
as the availability of alcohol/drugs,
acceptance of use,

legal restrictions,

has a "supply and demand" premise,

their cost,
etc.

This theory

i.e.,

the more readily

available alcohol is in the environment,

the more it will

be consumed by the individuals who reside there,

and the

more they will expect to consume it on a regular basis.
addition,

In

attitudes about the appropriateness of alcohol

consumption,

encouragement or punishment for drunkenness,

and the symbolic importance of alcohol at social gatherings
all tend to get institutionalized as part of an environ¬
ment's norm

(Wechsler,

Austin,

& DeJong,

1996).

While the rest of this section will examine binge
drinking from the perspective of these two theories,

it is

often difficult to separate out the influences that the
peer group and the campus environment exert on students,
e.g.,

alcohol use can be reinforced both by peers who live

with the student and by the community norms/expectations
that appear to be "intrinsic" to college life.

An example

of a behavior that might be addressed in either the "peer"
or "environmental" context is that of "drinking games."
While this subject will be covered in the section on Peer-
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Interaction Theory,
in the

drinking games could easily be covered

"environment"

section as it is both a peer-bonding

activity and a normative behavior that is part of
contemporary college "socializing," and "campus life".

The

following pages will hopefully show just how intertwined
these two factors,

peers and the campus environment,

are,

and demonstrate how the synergistic interaction of the two
has increased the incidence of binge drinking.

Peer Interaction Theory
For the college-age population,

general developmental

theory suggests that the late adolescent's primary tasks
are identity formation and separation from parents/familyof-origin

(Erikson,

1959,

1978;

Chickering,

1969).

Peers

are known to play an important part in this process of
experimenting with new roles,
values,

learning new ideas and

and acquiring new ways to think

(Erikson,

1959).

A

number of researchers have also looked at the role that the
peer group plays in helping adolescents to learn or acquire
substance use patterns.
variables,

Perkins

(1985)

Among the various social context
found that peer influences

outweigh the effects of family and home environment,

and

actually become stronger throughout adolescence and young
adulthood.

Jessor,

Collins,

and Jessor

(1972)

showed in

their longitudinal study of adolescent drinking that
perceived support from peers was the most important
variable accounting for the change in drinking status of
adolescents from abstainers to drinkers.
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In her review of

adolescent drinking and drug-taking,

Denise Kandel

(1980)

found that perceptions of peer use rather than actual peer
behavior may account for much of the influence that peers
exert on alcohol/drug use patterns.

Finally,

McGee

(1992),

in her study on social class differences and substance
abuse involvement demonstrated that peer influence has the
greatest effect on middle class adolescents,
parental influence,

and that

on this particular group,

becomes

minimal.
Other writers have looked at the role of the college
peer group in a more global manner.

Brower

(1990)

identified seven life task demands which are thought to
dominate a student's freshman year:
getting good grades;
managing time;
friends;

f)

e)

c)

a)

establishing future goals;

d)

being on your own without family and

establishing an identity;

physical self.

making friends; b)

and g)

maintaining

While the developmental literature had

predicted that students would be most concerned with issues
of personal growth and development

(c,

d,

e,

f & g),

the

students in Brower's study were found to be the most
interested in making friends and getting good grades
b) .

(a,

The author suggests that entering college so disrupts

the niche that students have established at home and in
high school that most of their energy during the early
college years must then be directed at creating a new niche
in the college environment.

Attaching oneself to a

specific peer group or a group of friends thus becomes an
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important coping mechanism and a way for most students to
feel successful in the college setting.
Duran and Brooklyn

(1988)

also focus on how the peer

group helps ease the transition into college by examining
the developmental and adjustment changes that all students
confront.

While these authors found substance abuse and

intoxication to be a "common social phenomenon"
college setting,

in the

they emphasized that there are unique

characteristics on campus,

e.g.,

the university social structure,

the role of the student,
and the overall campus

environment that increase a student's propensity to
use/abuse alcohol and drugs.

Duran and Brooklyn maintain

that drinking serves many functions for student groups,
such as providing purposefulness and identification,
offering students a sense of initiation and ritual,

and

eventually,

these

stabilizing group membership.

In fact,

authors suggest that while drinking may initially serve as
an initiation rite into a student's new peer group,
ultimately it becomes the ritual around which most of the
group's activities stabilize.

Noting that drinking

facilitates discussion and camaraderie within the new group
by providing a "common ground" of membership,

the authors

write:
In order to truly fit in, the student will need
to learn and assume the standards of the
particular peer group. ... A sense of
definition and purpose is thus given to the
group by the mutual acceptance of these
standards of behavior.
(p. 75)
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Duran and Brooklyn argue that drugs and alcohol take on
added dimensions of importance in the college setting that
are not found in the larger community.
in these

"small student societies"

the same way that

"ceremonies,

Substance use/abuse

is said to be used in

doctrines,

and person¬

alities" are used to stabilize the identity of cultural,
religious,

and political groups in American society.

The

authors state:
With substance abuse as a focus of
identification, the force of peer pressure has
the equivalence of the criteria which gives one
the sense of belonging in society. University
peer groups are microcosms of large societal
interactions and the dynamics which govern larger
cultural behaviors are in effect in the
substance-abusing microculture of student groups.
(p. 76)
Rivinus

(1993)

examines the interaction of peer groups

and substance abuse from a developmental perspective noting
that substance use and a substance-abusing peer group serve
as a "transitional object" at a point when students no
longer have a home.

Rivinus

(1993)

describes the manner in

which students break away from the parental home and find
their niche and new affiliations as such:
Young people struggling with identity issues,
those struggling to find themselves, to identify
their sexual orientation, to develop a sense of
comfort with academic work or with the opposite
sex, those struggling with the myriad choices
during the college years may find a pseudo¬
resolution in the use of tranquilizing or
stimulating chemicals.
(p. 149)
This author,

like many of his colleagues,

believes

that alcohol plays a major role in the initiation and
affiliative rites of many students to the degree that it is
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part of an actual

"culture"

contemporary campus

life.

which is deeply rooted in
Zucker and Noll

recognize the role that alcohol plays
"transition"

into their environments.

that changes

in adolescent drinking,

levels of consumption,

(1983)

also

in helping students
These authors note
from lower to greater

have usually occurred in

transitional periods such as moving from high school to
college,

and from college to work.

Zucker and Noll

(1983)

observe that these shifts in drinking often coincide with
the changes

in friends and interests that would naturally

occur when a student enters college.

Commenting on what

makes college students especially vulnerable to learning to
drink abusively,

the authors write:

The influences that impact individuals at one
time period frequently have little or a very
different effect at an older age.
There is as
much reason to look for "critical periods" that
may operate in the development of alcoholic
etiology as there is in other areas, (p. 307)
One such

"critical period"

might well be the

transitional time of entering college.
(1977)

concur with this

study,

which focused on a cohort of

students,

"transitioning"

Jessor and Jessor
theory.

Their

19 year old college

found that engaging in either drug use or problem

drinking was seen by these students as a move away from
"the regulatory norms of the larger culture."

Jessor and

Jessor described their hypothesis as such:
At a variety of levels -- including those of
values and environmental linkages to social and
institutional support systems -- onset or
increases in deviant behavior will occur at, or
immediately following, transitions.
These

24

transitions themselves, involving shifts from
valuing achievement to valuing independence, and
shifts from perceived greater, to perceived less,
parent-peer compatibility, are seen as moves away
from the conventional normative structure of the
culture, (p. 49)
In general,
transitions,

all of these authors found that

such as

starting college,

life

were very

instrumental to the development of the type of heavy
drinking which is

found on college campuses.

from the structure of the
the lack of

feeling

Moving away

family and a familiar community,

"grounded"

or focused,

and experiencing

feelings of alienation and loneliness all contributed to
students'

finding a common

Additionally,
deviant or

"bond"

in heavy drinking.

participating in activities that were seen as

"transgressive"

developmental process of

was also seen as part of the

students'

affirming their own identities.

gaining independence and

In all of these studies,

changes to greater levels of consumption occurred
concurrently with changes to new social

situations such as

leaving home and entering the novel environment of the
college campus.
While the previous group of
all

"developmentalists"

have

focused on how the transition from home to college

generally results

in increased drinking among students,

other researchers have examined the effects of peer
pressure and
"modeling",

"modeling"
i.e.,

on this behavior.

We know that

watching and imitating the behavior of

others such as parents or peers,
the way that people

is a powerful

learn to drink
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influence on

(Ingra & Moos,

1979;

Shore & Rivers,

1984).

Students who share the most

positive attitudes towards drinking have also been shown to
be the heaviest drinkers
McCarthy,

1983;

(Banks & Smith,

Ratliff & Burkhart,

1980; Mills &

1984).

Similarly,

researchers have found that in an adult population,

an

individual's perception of how appropriate it is to consume
alcohol in various social contexts is a strong indicator of
how much alcohol will be used

(Klein & Pittman,

1989) .

Many authors have observed that individuals exposed to
heavy-drinking accomplices or friends will drink more
alcohol than those exposed to low or non-drinking models
(Caudell & Marlatt,
Maxwell,

1980).

1975;

Tomaszewski,

Strickler,

One way to explain this social modeling

has come to be known as the Fishbein Model
1975),

i.e.,

&

(Fishbein,

an individual's intentions to engage in

behaviors such as heavy drinking is a function of the
social norms governing that behavior and a person's own
attitude about the act.

Understanding student attitudes

and examining the norms found on most college campuses is
therefore critical to understanding the phenomenon of binge
drinking.
Research on modeling has shown if a student's friends
abuse alcohol and drugs,

then the individual is likely to

use substances in a similar manner.

The converse of this

is also true: young adults who have abused psychoactive
drugs such as alcohol and who then discontinue regular use,
correspondingly shift their peer group to a non-substance
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abusing peer group and value system
1977).

(Jessor & Jessor,

The Berkeley Alcohol Research Group,

tracked Americans'
decades,

drinking patterns

for the past two

found that the best predictor of whether an

individual will have a drinking problem,
of drinking problems
(Peele,

which has

1992) .

is the

incidence

found among the person's peer group

Hard-drinking groups or

"bingers"

have

traditionally been found in certain ethnic groups and
socioeconomic classes
States,

(Vaillant,

1992).

groups of bingers have existed in the military,

fraternities,

oil pipelines,
(Peele,

such as working on

and in just about any exclusively male
1992) .

Oetting and Beauvais

(1987)

delineate the difference

between a peer group and what they label a
In so doing,

in

and in traditionally Irish neighborhoods.

They have also been found in occupations

society

In the United

they further refine the

"peer cluster."

idea that binge

drinkers tend to bond together in smaller subgroups and
reinforce a heavy drinking norm.

These authors maintain

that a peer group can be either a large or small reference
group,

but a peer cluster is a smaller subset of a peer

group that

strongly influences the values,

beliefs of each member.

attitudes,

and

Friendship groups of binge

drinkers would generally fit the criteria for peer clusters
since these groups are

likely to use the same drugs,

them for the same reasons,

and use them together.
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use

Oetting

and Beauvais
clusters as

identify the special qualities of peer
such:

Peer clusters are much more dynamic than larger
groups that apply "peer pressure".
Every member
of the peer cluster is an active participant in
developing the norms and behaviors of the
cluster.
The cluster is an interactive whole.
Although some members will wield more influence
than others, the group as a whole determines the
behavior, attitudes, and beliefs of the entire
cluster.
(p. 124)
These authors note that

the dynamics of peer clusters

undoubtedly explain why many drug treatment

facilities fail

in their attempts to permanently change adolescent
behaviors since most of these

individuals usually return to

their original environments and peer clusters posttreatment,

i.e.,

the

"norming influence"

of the peer

cluster eventually eliminates or diminishes the treatment
effect.

The peer cluster has been shown to be such a

powerful

influence,

in fact,

that removing young people

from their particular cluster on a permanent basis has
sometimes ameliorated their drug problems completely
(Oetting & Beauvais,
Finally,

1987).

a third group of researchers have studied the

college peer group and their drinking habits with the goal
of examining the
plays

"affiliation role"

in certain groups,

"social

lubricant",

tensions,

etc.

e.g.,

that substance abuse

drinking to get drunk as a

a way to get close,

Rivinus

(1988)

looked at the way that

drinking and drug use allowed men,

in particular,

close to one another while they were
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ease social

to get

"under the influence":

College men have used alcohol, marijuana,
and
more recently cocaine, to enhance their sense of
power and their abilities to affiliate.
Closeness, connection, and affiliation have
traditionally been seen as characteristically
female traits and as relative weaknesses or
capitulations of power in a traditionally maleoriented society.
Therefore, for males, alcohol
and drugs provide a useful lubricant that
enhances closeness without apparent sacrifice of
power or loss of boundaries.
Without the excuse,
"We were drunk", or "wasted", American college
men have difficulties with closeness without fear
of boundary loss.
(p. 157)
Although college women have traditionally been able to
affiliate and get close to one another and their male
friends without using alcohol as a "lubricant",
notes two important trends:

Rivinus

as women demand more power in

what has traditionally been a male-dominated world,
tend to use male-oriented "techniques"

they

such as alcohol and

drug use as a way to initiate themselves into this arena,
i.e.,

to prove themselves,

drinking circles,

etc.

gain acceptance into certain

Rivinus also believes that college

women use heavy drinking in another way,

such as

eradicating or blurring the "double standard" that has
existed around sexual behavior.

Binge drinking appears to

allow these women the excuse to have sex as frequently and
with as many partners as their male counterparts.

Without

relinquishing their status as "good girls" heavy drinking
blurs the sexual boundaries between "wanted" and "unwanted"
sexual advances.
Gleason

(1994)

takes a broader look at women's roles

in binging and heavy drinking calling on the work of
Gilligan

(1990)

and others who examine the differing ways
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that men and women develop and form relationships.
utilize a self-in-relationship perspective,

i.e.,

Girls
they

develop a sense of self by entering into mutual and
authentic relationships with others while boys tend to
value separation and autonomy as benchmarks of achieving
self-hood.

Current theory seems to emphasize the

importance of relationships in female development,
identity,

and self-esteem.

It suggests that,

when women

fail to find intimacy and "mutuality," that is,
sincere connectedness with another,

a sense of

they suffer increased

susceptibility to depression and loss of self-esteem.
Unfortunately,

drinking to get drunk both confounds and

compounds the problems that young women face in the college
environment.

Gleason

(1994)

describes the dilemma this

way:
Women often start drinking as the best way they
know to be with others, relax in social
situations, and support and be a part of the
peer culture.
What may start as drinking to
combat shyness, counteract loneliness, join with
others, relax in social situations, be liked and
acknowledged, attract and be with either men or
women, or reduce inhibitions can provide
opportunities for trouble.
Alcohol softens the
pain of failure in any of these areas -- the
sense that one cannot meet the expectations of
others and of oneself and that one lacks the
capacity to enter into satisfying relationships.
. . . Traumatic events, such as rape, frequently
lead women to further withdrawal, isolation,
depression, and increased vulnerability to
alcohol.
(p. 16)
Gleason notes that drinking to achieve greater
relational satisfaction may,

in fact,

"backfire."

Acquaintance rape may occur if a woman who is seeking
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closeness and intimacy drinks too much,
for sound judgment,

loses her capacity

and ends up confusing both her own and

her partner's sexual behavior as intimacy.
While women may have special issues related to the
impact of binge drinking,

Duran and Brooklyn

(1988)

have

done an excellent job of exploring how drinking facilitates
the emotional and relational needs of all students.

These

authors believe that uncomfortable emotions such as
loneliness,

sexual frustration,

depression,

and the need

for intimacy appear to exacerbate substance abuse for both
men and women:
Substance abuse fills students' unmet emotional
needs by substituting for more substantial social
and psychological rewards.
As a result, students
may learn that getting high or drunk provides an
easy alternative to the challenge of pursuing
more fulfilling experiences.
"Social" substance
abuse is a source of easily formed relationships.
These relationships which are formed and
stabilized around the use of drugs and alcohol
lack the depth which affiliation based on
meaningful social interaction provides.
For the
individual student, an important lesson in the
formation of adult social skills is lost.
(p.
68)

Duran and Brooklyn believe that binge drinking
prevents students from developing the coping skills needed
to deal with normal emotions such as stress,

depression,

and the myriad other negative feelings that adults must
learn to manage.

Heavy drinking also appears to outweigh

the pursuit of alternative pastimes for many students.
a result,

As

students who are heavy drinkers come to expect

that they should be constantly entertained or amused,
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and

that boredom,

loneliness,

and isolation can be easily

remedied by drugs or alcohol

(Spotts

& Shontz,

1985).

This desire to be entertained and to be a part of the
social

scene of campus drinking is nowhere better

demonstrated than in the area of

"drinking games"

which are

common activities among binge drinkers and their friends.
Newman,

Crawford,

and Nellis

(1991)

surveyed students at a

large Mid-western university and found that
drinkers and 37.8% of the

female drinkers who reported

drinking had played a drinking game
weeks.

Douglas

(1987)

college and that

in the previous

four

surveyed students at another

university and found that
drinking games on at

39% of the male

81% of them had participated in

least one occasion after entering

28% of the students regularly played these

games on a monthly basis.
The popularity of these games which have names such as
"Bizz-Buzz,"
the Keg,"

"Turtles,"

"Suicide,"

"Quarters,"

"Burn-Out,"

reflected in two books that have
different games
Crawford,

(Griscom,

and Nellis

classes of games
I.Q.

games,

1986).

Newman,

identified five different

and team games.

women,

is

identified eighty

including consumption games,

of consumption games,

"Kill

"100 Beer Club"

Rand & Johnson,

(1991)

unity games,

who could consume

and

"Brain Death,"

skill games,

In the instance

particularly smaller women,

large amounts of alcohol were especially

praised.
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Motives

for participating in the various games

generally focused on helping students to socialize more
easily with one another,

i.e.,

the games themselves were an

important part of socializing and often satisfied specific
needs

such as establishing contact with the opposite sex.

In terms of the game
Nellis

found that:

"Quarters,"

"Men played

Newman,

"Quarters'

Crawford,

and

to pick up women

or to take advantage of them and women played the game so
they could get men's attention"

(p.

percent of the students that were

173,

1991).

Ninety-two

interviewed reported that

drinking games were played for the express purpose of
getting drunk

(Newman,

Crawford & Nellis,

was drunkenness an objective,

1991).

Not only

but getting drunk quickly was

generally why students participated in these activities.
While drinking games obviously worked well as a social
lubricant

for students,

they also served as a way for

students to establish their place

in the order of things as

revealed by these comments:
Another thing I must say about drinking games is
that, yes, this is a good way for macho men to
prove how much they can drink.
I myself have
stepped up and challenged people to play Quarters
when I knew I could drink them under the table. .
. . I have been in many competitive drinking
games where people would never think of dropping
out until they are drunk.
There is also a lot of
peer pressure to play these games and to stay in
them as long as you can.
(p. 173)
Drinking games appear to be a significant activity on
many college campuses because they so readily meet the
socializing needs of students and are often the focus of
their get-togethers.

Unfortunately they increase the
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amount of alcohol that
tutionalized"

students drink and become

"insti¬

as a part of the college's culture.

While

the previous pages have concentrated specific attention on
how the peer group influences binge drinking,
section will
culture,

the next

focus on how the college environment,

physical

set-up,

and norms

with its

impacts the way that

students drink.

Person-Environment Theory
While the aforementioned social
have all

learning theorists

looked at the important role that

peers play in supporting binge drinking,

friends and

there

influence on this behavior that can not be

is another

ignored,

i.e.,

the manner in which the college environment contributes to
this problem.

Students who readily admit that drinking to

get drunk is a major

"plus"

the college years are
life",

of the

"college

lifestyle",

and

"truly the four best years of your

are telling indicators about the unbridled

drunkenness that has come to be associated with many
college campuses
1996).

This

(Wechsler,

Dowdall,

Davenport,

idea is strongly supported by the anecdotal

comments that this researcher regularly hears
students,

& DeJong,

e.g.,

"When I go home

from

for winter break or summer

vacation my drinking really slows down...",

or

"I

could

never get away with drinking like this at home...my parents
would kill me!"

Undoubtedly,

heard from students

is,

the most common response

"This

is college...we're supposed
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to drink like this!"
a

shared

the

"Animal

outrageous

fraternities,
much a part
Psychology
(1991),

college
that

of

farce

life

fact,

with

are

and

taking English

of

in dormitories

fraternity houses.

Person-Environment

college

setting

influences

interactions with these
mentalists"

treat

reality external
perceptually,
what
Lewin

the
to

i.e.,

individuals,

college

individual,

the

college
it

environmental

B=f(PxE),

behavior

i.e.,

is

between the person and his

the

college

a

students

to

flourish

focus

on how

its

as

a

define

lifestyle
ago,
the

it

is

Kurt
"bedrock"

have been based,

function of

college

In

the

interaction

1972,

Kaiser

experience by

relationship

and their campus
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others

became

environment.

"transactional"

is,

"environ¬

Many years

models

applied Lewin's paradigm to the
stating that

while

theory that

upon which most

rules,

through

setting and

to be.

proposed the

all

some

Moffatt

drinking,

setting objectively,

the

students perceive
(1936)

students

or

the uncontrolled

and other drugs

theorists

112

as

college

binge

allows

of

the

alcohol

in

have

substance use

setting that

are

(1987),

(1996)

set-up,

dispensing and use

While

Boyer

describing how the

enforcement

and

"partying"

and DeJong

structural

"enabling"

as portrayed

drinking and

such as

Austin,

its

lack of

an

as

Researchers,

scathing criticisms

and

about

system,

"getting bombed"

college

101.

environment,

in

House"-type belief

and Wechsler,

written

norms,

All of these comments seem to reflect

existed between

environment,

i.e.,

students
More

shape

their environment

recently,

Strange

and King

typology of person-environment
specifically aimed at
authors

divide

their

the

and are
(1990)

have

into

three

setting:

1.

and

3.

Model:

The Human Aggregate Model.

section will

examine

which they explain

Physical

each of

student

physical

environment

in which

it

of

Perceptual Model:

The

remainder of

these models

substance

permissive

in terms

large
of

this

and the manner

in

abuse.

supervision,
A great

of

external,

campus

thus be

of

college

perspective.

The most
Barker's
1968)

a

and the manner

residence

i.e.,
of

of

The

hall/dorm or

seen as being very

alcohol

lax enforcement
number of

of

allowing underage

quantities

examined the

Associates,

on the

college

environment

these buildings,

is

focuses

the

fraternity house might

category

The

limiting or prohibiting others.

physical/structural

set-up

campus

shapes behavior by permitting certain kinds

activities while

consume

the

but

Model

This particular model

a

2.

These

different,

overlapping models which address
Physical

is

environment.

somewhat

The

developed a

theories which

college

theory

shaped by it.

due

little
rules,

substance

environment

abuse

students
to the

to

logistical

or no adult
etc.
studies

from the

have

structural

fully developed theory in this
Theory of

Behavior Settings

which maintains
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that

(Barker

environments

&

select

and shape
Behavior

the behavior of
settings

are

standing patterns
participants
maintain,
times,

places,

scriptions",
exist
of

of behavior"

and things,

Kandel

to be

abuse.

She

emerge

a

(1985)

in places

where

segregated with peers
e.g.,

reinforcement

the

structural

set-up of

of

the
a

imitation,

campus

on the

in this
the

case,

larger

tend to
of

their time

interpersonal

social
flourish

in these

setting noting that

select

campus

of

this

like-aged

their

friends.

actually creates

types

a

interpersonal

can make which ultimately leads

ties with people
social

and

substance

had previously addressed the

"structural

of

since

individuals,

the

students

spend most

restricted group of

constraint"

behavior and

insulated college

subcultures

their own age,

from which students must

absence

network of

in encouraging

student

Coleman maintained that

the

intricate

found the

adolescents

(1970)

environment provides

that

researchers

setting.

also

by same-minded

Coleman

choices

even when the

standing pattern of

modeling,

settings.

persons

"bounded,

"behavioral pre¬

strong determinant

observed that

influences,

an

i.e.,

the

anyone's perception of

campus

is

these

as

surround or enclose behavior and that

independently of

Denise

authors

which persist

Such settings,

a milieu that

that

occupying them.

defined by these

change.

have

the people

drinking

of

different

skills,

community.
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to

interests,

which are

found

in

and

Bonnie
effect"
been

of

developed the

college

effect

setting.

underage

the

spillover

evidence

that

setting

idea

problems will
Newcomb
that

lack of

adult

college
that

occur

students,
R.A.s

(Rabow

except

also
halls

friends

dormitories
setting

alcohol

is

1983;

Beshai,

drugs

hypothesis,

and alcohol

campus

the

1989).

and the

residence

structural

halls,

Whitcomb
"set-up"

specifically examining the
R.A.s,

in a

likely alcohol-related

agree with this

looked at

that

author

not merely experimentation.

R.A.s

levels:

role

fostered or
They

struggle with policy enforcement

Some

R.A.s,

"look the

who were

other way,"

policy violations.
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of

play as policy enforcers.

The

on a

also underage

drank along with their residents,

blatant

in the

a growing body of

available

in most

has

spillover hypothesis

& Watts,

(1988)

is

substance use by their residents.

tended to

there

intensive peer

questioned whether R.A.s

discovered that
variety of

the

This

setting,

There

the more

supervision

residence

discouraged

"highly

ready supply of

(1990)

authors

alcohol.

the more

Resident Assistants,

These

a

support

that

regular use,

and Miller

to

college,

the

that

"spillover

hypothesis maintains

college

flourish."

and Bentler

writing

foster

can

such as

and consume

provide

seems

including the

noting

drinking age

"spillover"

residential

fraternities,

where

environment

the

can easily socialize with older

legally purchase
that

notion of

in raising the
The

students

believes
and

the

little

college

who

(1980)

while

other

ignoring everything
authors

found that

these student staff,
enforcers,

who were actually the "front-line"

were placed in the confusing role of being both

peer counselors and policy enforcers at a developmental
stage when many of them needed to "fit-in" and be a part of
their residential peer groups.
Rubington

(1990)

also studied the R.A.

enforcement by examining how R.A.s defined,

role in policy
interpreted,

and enforced drinking rules during one academic year.
Those results showed that through a process of mutual
socialization,
evolves,

an "etiquette of R.A./Resident relations"

in which R.A.s

"teach" their residents how to

break rules with discretion.
closed doors,

Drinking quietly behind

keeping partying noise to a minimum,

and

ensuring that vandalism and violent behavior did not occur
were all unspoken rules about how to drink without getting
written up for policy violations.
his review of dormitory living,

Ernest Boyer

(1987),

in

criticized the manner in

which R.A.s were forced to meet a variety of conflicting
demands this way:
parent,

"They are asked to play the role of

big brother or sister,

and a myriad of other roles"

counselor,

(p.

disciplinarian,

200).

Certainly the "structural" and cultural isolation of
the college campus provides a type of "sanctuary"
typical enforcement worries for most students.

from

One group

of entrepreneurs who take full advantage of this
environment is the brewing industry.

Youth marketing,

including alcohol advertising in college newspapers and
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recreational packaging of drinking paraphernalia,
way that this group targets students.
(1979)

is one

DeFoe and Breed

described the approach as such:

The great volume of alcohol ads present drinking
as adult-like, sophisticated, and as a sign of
the "good life".
Alcoholic beverage producers
maximize their outreach efforts with college
sports promotion, specific parties, rock music
promotion, T-shirts, posters, ads in college
newspapers, and Spring Break vacation specials.
(p. 97)
An integral part of the alcohol
efforts

is the college newspaper,

industry's marketing

to which marketers give

their highest media effectiveness rating for reaching the
college audience.
there is

One marketing report estimates that

15 million dollars directed annually at alcohol

advertising.

An advertising representative put

it simply:

The college newspaper is the key, due to the fact
that ad space in college newspapers is much
cheaper than in mainstream newspapers and
magazines or on radio and TV.
College newspapers
also benefit from this relationship as these ads
generate so much revenue that they make many
campus newspapers financially viable.
(Advertising Age, p. 26, 1982)
Another writer for Advertising Age reported the other
attractive characteristic of the college market:
It is 12 million strong and expected to grow by
200,000 students every year through the decade.
It is affluent, with the average annual
disposable income of $2,200 per person.
It is
also relatively recession-proof since most
college students are funded and protected by
their parents, and it is a market estimated to be
worth about 30 billion.
(p. 28, 1982)
Clearly,

there are aspects of the

"culture"

and the

structure of the campus that encourage the heavy use of
alcohol by students.

Lack of enforcement of rules and
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policies by staff and the intensive advertising campaign by
the brewing industry are two such "enabling"

factors.

Both

of these influences contribute to what might be called the
"social climate" which will be discussed in the next
theoretical approach known as the Perceptual Model.

Perceptual Model
A number of writers have focused their attention on
the belief systems and the social climate that are
associated with environments such as a college campus.
Moos

(1976,

1979)

considered social climate to have three

general dimensions:

a relationship dimension

(involving the

interpersonal relations among students in the environment),
a personal development dimension

(the growth opportunities

afforded within the environment),

and a system maintenance

and change dimension

(which relates to behavioral

expectations within the environment,
exercises over its occupants,
responds to change).

the control it

and the manner in which it

This particular model would help

explain how an abusive drinking norm might flourish within
the college setting,
heavily could
development,

since the expectation of drinking

be sustained if the relationship,

personal

and system maintenance dimensions all

supported this lifestyle.
Stern

(1970)

approached the perceptual model from a

different angle with his "needs-press" theory of students
and their interactions with the college environment.
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According to Stern,

"needs" are tendencies which appear to

give unity and direction to a person's behavior,
environmental

"press"

in certain ways,

while an

is a situational pressure to behave

manifested by the collective activities

and interpersonal interactions of the people who occupy the
environment.

Again,

it is easy to see how the need to "fit

in" and be accepted by the group and to participate in the
normative behaviors of the culture,
drunk,

i.e.,

drinking to get

could be perceived by many students as important

methods of achieving "success"
Simultaneously,

in this environment.

the "press" of the campus culture would

undoubtedly reinforce the idea that binge drinking and
"partying" were "valued" aspects of college life and
socializing.
Pervin's

(1968)

"transactional" theory of

environmental influence further illuminates the manner in
which students influence and define their environments by
virtue of the personal characteristics they bring to these
settings.

Pervin found that environments which promise to

bring an individual's actual and ideal self closer together
or to reduce perceived discrepancies between self and other
dimensions

(or other occupants)

of the environment tend to

attract certain individuals and to produce satisfaction and
improved functioning.

This theory would help to explain

why students choose certain fraternities,
for heavy drinking,

or residence halls,

identified with a "partying lifestyle".
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which are known

which are
It would also

explain why colleges and universities known as

"partying"

schools attract a type of student who likes to binge drink
(Wechsler,

Dowdall,

Davenport,

& DeJong,

1996).

Human Aggregate Model
Finally,

a number of researchers have studied the

influence of the campus environment from an aggregate
perspective which might be labeled the "college scene."
Authors of human aggregate theory describe an environment
and its influences in terms of the aggregate
characteristics,

such as sociodemographic factors and the

values and attitudes of the people who inhabit the
environment.
(1966,

1985)

Human aggregate theorists such as Holland
and Astin

(1968)

maintain that people seek out

environments that permit them to use their skills,
their attitudes and values,

exercise

and play significant

interpersonal roles in a community.

It is also through the

particular aggregate or constellation of characteristics
and friendship networks that environments then recruit and
select individuals for membership.

A number of authors

have examined substance abuse and the influence of the
"college scene" with Bucknam

(1992)

describing it this way:

"College life" is made up of a set of shared
norms about appropriate behaviors on college
campuses that define the "cultural scene".
Presently, it seems that college life contains
the acceptance of drug and alcohol use which is
in direct conflict with the existence of a
successful learning environment.
This scene also
contains images of license, a lack of internal
controls, and an acceptance of irresponsibility
that are inimical to the mission of most
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educational organizations.
The shared norms of
behavior are directly related to the "common
bond" of the critical mass of students which
defines group membership.
(p. 4)
All of these Person-Environment theorists view the
etiology of substance abuse as a response of individuals to
their environment,
"scene"

be it either the "press" or the cultural

that is found on most contemporary campuses.

Some

of these "environmentalists" emphasize the "structural" and
physical aspects of the college campus and the manner in
which these factors
drink,

"enable" or influence students to binge

while others focus on the college

"lifestyle" or

shared belief system that is endemic to contemporary
campuses.

Those theorists who examine behavior from a

perceptual standpoint believe that it is the aggregate of
students'

belief systems,

on the weekends,"

i.e.,

"It's okay to get trashed

"This is college...

everyone gets drunk,"

that defines the culture of student life.

As a result,

the

environmental structure and the campus culture encourage
and perpetuate the binge drinking behavior found on most
college campuses.
Back in 1958,

Becker and Geer commented on the

distinct manner of how students perceived their world on
campus and how it differed from the academic and
administrative vision of campus life.

These authors

defined student culture as the shared way that students
confront their world on campus,

i.e.,

their collective

response to their social situation as students.
the common problem of how to "succeed"
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Faced with

in college,

students

develop their own perspective about academic achievement
and the importance of having an active social life.

It

would appear that contemporary college students have forged
their own belief system about the appropriateness of binge
drinking as a "lifestyle" and response to college life,
i.e.,

the multiple role demands of being a "student" and of

having an active social life and being part of the group.
How this particular belief system has evolved and sustains
itself in terms of

"chicken and egg,"

versus peer interaction theory,

i.e.,

environment

is an interesting question

and one which needs to be studied further if we are to
reverse the trend of abusive drinking on college campuses.
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CHAPTER 3

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

Introduction
This chapter describes the research strategy utilized
for this study and the methodologies that were used to
collect and analyze the data.

The first section discusses

the study design and primary methodology and the rationale
for using this approach.

The second section describes how

the participants for the study were chosen and includes a
composite sketch of the participants.
covers data collection,

The third section

issues of trustworthiness,

and

ethical considerations.

Research Strategy and Methods
Because the purpose of this study was to discover the
perceptions that undergraduate students have of alcohol
policy and enforcement procedures in their campus residence
halls,

a qualitative research approach was selected.

Although the university which was studied had a written
alcohol policy,
violations,

a judicial system that addressed policy

and a number of professional and

paraprofessional staff who were supposed to enforce policy,
it was unclear how students perceived the policy and
whether the policy and its enforcement actually deterred
students from consuming alcohol.

It was especially

perplexing because the university which was studied had
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long been known as a "party school"
universities,

like many large

and its residence halls had received ample

attention in the media as a place to consume alcohol and
"party" excessively.
This study was an exploratory investigation as it
gathered basic information about student beliefs and
behaviors related to alcohol use and policy enforcement.

A

qualitative approach was most appropriate because this type
of research is centrally concerned with the meaning that
people construct from their experience and holds that
meaning can best be understood by examining the context in
which it is constructed
Guba,

(Taylor & Bogdan,

1985; Marshall & Rossman,
Burrell and Morgan

(1986)

1984;

Lincoln &

1989).
have written,

"Traditional

quantitative research is based on the assumption that there
is a single,

objective reality.

out there that we can observe,

.

.

know,

that there is a world
and measure"

(p.

17).

The authors go on to say that qualitative research assumes
that there are,

in fact,

multiple realities and that the

world is not an objective thing,
interaction and perception.

but a function of personal

Consequently,

than facts form the basis of perception.

beliefs rather
Coles

(1997)

believes that qualitative interviews are especially
effective for research that attempts to elicit values and
moral beliefs,
quite provide.

something that multiple choice answers don't
He describes the limitations of
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quantitative questions by stating what they generally miss
(and what qualitative questions usually provide):
Access to the complex range of attitude,
conviction, feeling, and sentiment that
inform any of the values we uphold-the
ambiguities and even inconsistencies or
contradictions that inform our opinions
to think of them and express them.
(p.
Qualitative methods,

may
outright
as we try
xiii)

especially those that involve an

open-ended interview and dialogue approach to data
collection,

are especially well-suited for college students

because they offer them the opportunity to give an
unqualified assessment of campus life.
Manning

(1992),

"Through

(using)

According to

qualitative research,

information completely unanticipated by those soliciting
input about the quality of campus life can be collected"
(p.

133).

The resulting data can thus be seen as richly

descriptive and faithful to the students'

perspectives.

Manning also believes that interviewing that delves deeply
into a respondent's perspective and uses metaphor as a way
to describe meaning are techniques that assist student
affairs educators to better understand students'

points of

view.
According to Bogdan and Biklen

(1982),

qualitative

research can utilize a phenomenological approach which
attempts to discover the way that people negotiate meaning
and how they structure the social world in which they live.
The situation which was studied,
policies,

where there are "rules,"

and implied behavioral expectations/standards for

alcohol use but apparent non-compliance by students with
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these rules,
inquiry.
analyst,

itself to this type of

The goal of the researcher,

as a qualitative

was to probe beneath the surface of

residential
went on"

is one which lent

the

living environment to discover what

"really

with student drinking and policy enforcement.

Student participants were asked to become

"informants,"

sharing information not otherwise available to outsiders
(Locke,

1989).

Because the
school,"

institution had a reputation as a

the social world of the students,

they created their own realities,
deviate

from the behavioral

University.
"real"

standards proscribed by the

How an institution shapes

shape the

in which

was anticipated to

its

and proscribed standards of conduct,

students

one

"party

students via its
and how the

institution by developing their own

standards of conduct

suggest that this study should provide

rich data for further analysis by concerned college
administrators.

Research Participants
The population for this study was selected from
students at
States.

The

a large state university in the eastern United
institution,

"Central University,"

is

which will be referred to as
located in a rural area and has an

undergraduate population of about

17,000

students.

About

two-thirds of the students are housed in campus residence
halls which are

located in four different areas.
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Since

this

investigation into alcohol policy enforcement and

student drinking practices was not

site specific,

university was selected for three reasons:
access;

second,

some prior knowledge of the

to professional exposure;
reputation as a

and third,

"party school,"

the

this

first,

ease of

institution due

fact that

it had a

not unlike many large state

universities.
Interviews were conducted with 18
that group,

16

students,

selected for study.
student behavior,

students and,

eight male and eight

from

female,

were

In order to get a broader view of

subjects were selected from two different

campus residential areas:

Eastside,

a large residential

complex comprised of both high-rise and low-rise buildings
which has a reputation among students as a place to
"party,"

and Westside,

end of campus,

a complex located on the opposite

comprised of

low-rise buildings which has a

more academically oriented reputation.

The two residential

areas were not

selected for comparison and contrast

data analysis,

but rather to determine

dramatic differences
policy enforcement

in the

if there were

in alcohol consumption norms and

standards across campus.

Entry was gained to the university by submitting a
Research Subjects application to the Psychology Department.
After a thorough review by the Department's Human Subjects
Review Committee,

a proposal was approved.

A professor in

the department was then contacted for permission to solicit
students

from an Introductory Psychology class.
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On the

appointed day,

a brief presentation was made to the class

to explain the research project and the researcher's needs,
questions were fielded,
to the class.

and a sign-up sheet was distributed

A total of 37 students volunteered to

participate in the experiment,

which,

in this case,

was a

one-hour interview for which students would receive two
credits toward their final class average.
Criteria for selection were that students be
traditional-age freshmen or sophomores,
the two residential areas.
schedule interviews.
to participate.

living in either of

Students were then called to

Most of the students contacted agreed

Two of the students were not eligible

because they had already met their research credits at the
time of contact.

The remainder of the students were eager

to participate and arrangements were made for their
interviews,

which took place over a two-month period.

Issues of confidentiality and informed consent were
discussed at the initial classroom presentation,
telephone contact,

during the

and again at the interview meeting.

A

copy of the consent form is included in the Appendix.

Profile of the Participants
The 16 students whose interviews were used for the
final data analysis consisted of eight males and eight
females,
areas.

with a 4:4 ratio in each of the two residential
Although two additional students were interviewed,

their tapes were eliminated due to the quality of the
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recordings.

Eleven of the participants were

five were sophomores.
old,

six were

19,

freshmen and

Six of the students were

and four were 20.

All

16

18 years

of the

participants were extremely cooperative and appeared
motivated to participate.
were resolved,

Once

issues of confidentiality

all of the students

stepping into the role of

"informant"

in which their participation was
All

16

students

felt comfortable
which is the manner

framed.

stated that there were students who

drank in their respective high schools,
participants

but half of the

said that they did not drink then due to

involvement with sports,
religious groups.
drinking while at

clubs,

academic pursuits,

or

Fifteen of the students admitted to
the university,

with one student choosing

to abstain due to religious reasons and/or lack of
interest.
"neutral"

While most of the students maintained a
demeanor toward the research focus,

expressed a positive reaction that

four students

someone was actually

interested in student

life and the drinking culture on

campus.

however,

One student,

intentions,
things,

stating,

are you?"

questioned the researcher's

"You're not going to try to change

After this

individual was reassured that

the research was purely for the purpose of completing a
doctoral dissertation,

he agreed to participate.

52

Data Collection

In-depth Interviews
This

study consisted of open-ended interviews

approximately one to one and a half hours with 16
A semi-structured format was utilized which was
a list of questions/issues to be explored,

(Merriam,

1988) .

students.

"guided"

by

but neither the

exact wording nor the order of the questions was
stone"

lasting

This technique allows

"set

in

flexibility

for the researcher to respond to the interviewee's emerging
world view and to any new ideas that may be introduced
during the course of the
some degree of

interview.

focus and uniformity,

This

format provides

but also allows the

researcher the necessary flexibility to probe and elicit
cogent material.
Patton
find out

(1990)

observes that we

interview people

from them things we can not directly observe

feelings,

thoughts,

and intentions"

(p.

198).

"to
.

.

.

He goes on

to say that we can not observe behaviors that took place at
some point

in the past or in situations that preclude the

presence of an observer.

Because we are unable to observe

how people organize their world in terms of meanings and
understanding,

we have to ask people to explain their

feelings and insights
interaction,

in their own words.

via an in-depth interview,

allows us to then

enter into the other person's perspective

53

This

(Patton,

1990).

The

interview format proved to be an excellent tool

for gaining phenomenological
culture

insight

for a variety of reasons.

study was

into the student

Since the

illegal drinking by underage

focus of the

students,

participant observation by any adult researcher would not
have been successful.

Because the research goal was not

merely to gather information on the

incidence of

student

drinking and rule-breaking in the residence halls,
gain insight
situation,

but to

into the meaning-making students had of this

in-depth interviews were an excellent vehicle to

access this data.

The students were able to step into the

informant role which then allowed them to reflect on their
experiences,

analyze themselves and their behaviors,

and

also clarify their thoughts about the student culture.
This arrangement worked well,

as the researcher was more

concerned with uncovering student perceptions of their
situation,

that

is,

their understanding of the

environmental milieu and the drinking behaviors they were
participating in,

than with adding to the readily available

statistical database on student drinking
CORE,

(Wechsler,

1995) .
The

interview guide

for this

study was

initially

developed by focusing on the major domains of
the research:

current

the drinking culture.

interest

student drinking practices,

education and enforcement,

pilot

1994;

for

policy

and student meaning-making of

After obtaining the subject pool,

a

interview was conducted with both a male and a female
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student.

These

interviews were then transcribed,

and discussed with the dissertation committee.
second round of

interviews was scheduled,

the

guide was circulated to a number of people

reviewed,

Before the
interview

for additional

feedback/comments.
All the

interviews were audio-taped and then

transcribed by the researcher.

By transcribing the tapes,

the researcher was able to gain familiarity with the
nuances and subtleties
"reacquainted"

in the material.

This also

the researcher with the students.

researcher then was able to put

The

"words to faces"

messages and meanings missed during the

initial

and

"hear"

interviews.

Listening to the tapes also enabled the researcher to
highlight certain emotional
pensiveness,

humor,

sadness,

states of the students,
or anger.

student affect were then added to the

such as

These notes on
interview

transcripts.

Data Analysis
Merriam

(1988)

writes that data collection and

analysis should be a simultaneous process in qualitative
research and that

it

is the timing of analysis and the

integration of the analysis with other tasks that
distinguishes a qualitative design from traditional
positivistic research.
collection is

Noting that the process of data

"recursive and dynamic,"
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Merriam does

acknowledge that analysis becomes more intensive once all
the data are

in.

This stage required a continual

interaction between

the researcher,

the in-depth interviews,

review,

literature pertaining to data analysis.

and the

the

literature

Holding all these perspectives or voices

simultaneously

becomes a difficult

To organize the

data,

"chorus"

multiple copies of the

to manage.

interview transcripts were

made and the originals were set aside

in a secure place.

This organization of the transcripts provided the database.
An initial reading of all

16 of the transcripts was

completed and they were then set aside
second reading,

themes and categories were

they emerged from the data.
the

first

for a week.

On a

identified as

Identifying these themes was

step in the process of

inductive analysis,

in

which the themes and categories emerge from the data rather
than being imposed prior to the data collection.
would expect,

As one

most of the themes and categories reflected

the broad topics which were covered in the

interview guide.

Emergent themes or ideas that were generated from the
student's

insights were also noted.

Once the preliminary coding categories were
identified,

the transcripts were read again and coded

according to category.

In order to provide for some

methodological triangulation

(Taylor & Bogdan,

1984),

a

peer debriefer read through four of the transcripts and
coded them.

In addition,

the peer debriefer made notes on
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the columns of the transcripts of themes that may have been
missed.

Next

files were made

for each theme and the

supporting data were cut

from the transcript and placed in

their respective

Each piece of data was also coded

files.

with the student's name and the page number of the
transcript

so that the researcher could refer back to the

data if necessary.
Because there were

16

transcripts,

with some of the

interviews running one and one half hours,

the data

analysis was cumbersome and time-consuming.
manage this many transcripts and themes,
prepared prior to cutting up the data.

In order to

charts were
This allowed the

researcher to maintain some order and focus to the mass of
collected information and to make connections between the
various themes.

Student quotations were written verbatim,

to ensure that the research findings would reflect their
thoughts exactly.

Merriam

qualitative research is one
virtually

writes that this stage of

in which the researcher is

"holding a conversation with the data,

questions of
131).

(1988)

it,

making comments,

and so on

.

.

asking
."

(p.

By systematically reading through the transcripts

numerous times,

the researcher became aware of content

similarities and differences,
important to the

and the issues that were very

interviewees.

It

is hoped that the voices

and opinions of the student participants are captured in
the research findings.
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Ethical Considerations and Establishing
Trustworthiness
The primary ethical consideration in this research
study was to provide confidentiality for the student
informants who participated in the study.

Because the

participants were asked questions about behaviors that
could be seen as

illegal and socially unacceptable,

the

researcher was acutely aware of the need to disguise the
identities of students and staff.
Another ethical consideration pertained to the
researcher's experience working with college students who
abuse alcohol and other drugs.

Acknowledgment of biases

and subjectivity was essential,

as a method of dealing with

them.

A definition of

(1988),

is the

subjectivity,

"quality of an investigator that affects the

results of observational
holds that

as quoted in Peshkin

investigation"

(p.

17).

Peshkin

subjectivity operates during the entire research

process:
Researchers, notwithstanding their use of
quantitative or qualitative methods, their
research problem or their reputation for personal
integrity, should systematically identify their
subjectivity throughout the course of the
research.
When researchers observe themselves in
this focused way, they learn about the particular
subset of personal qualities that contact with
their research phenomenon has released.
These
qualities have the capacity to filter, skew,
shape, block, transform, construe, and
misconstrue what transpires from the outset of a
research project to its culmination in a written
statement.
(p. 17)
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Obviously,

my background as a substance abuse

counselor provided both a high degree of

familiarity with

the study topic and the possibility of personal bias.
keep my subjectivity in focus,

I maintained a research

stance with the students that was
(Taylor & Bogdan,

1984,

p.

To

25).

"truthful but vague"
I

also limited my

conversations about the research to my committee members
and a select group of other doctoral
irrelevant discussion about the
Finally,

students to avoid

institution under study.

I made notes on my emerging positive and negative

feelings of bias arousal as the study evolved,

the results

of which will be shared at the end of the report.
It

is hoped that my desire to gain insight

students'

into

beliefs and values about the campus drinking

culture enabled me to be open to varying viewpoints and new
ideas about this
of

subject area.

interest of mine and I

Student drinking is a topic

am concerned about the extent and

degree of binge drinking that occurs on many college
campuses.

This study provided a context

in a theoretical

for me to engage

investigation of a serious problem while

continuing to search for practical
ultimately involve student

solutions that will

input.

Summary
This chapter has outlined the research strategy and
methods utilized in data collection and analysis.
was conducted with 16

student

The study

informants who lived in the

59

residence halls at the university under study.
chapter will discuss the

The next

findings of the research.
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CHAPTER 4

RESEARCH FINDINGS
Introduction
This study examined the perceptions of undergraduate
students at a large state University of the manner in which
alcohol policy education and enforcement influenced their
decisions to drink in their residence halls.

An underlying

focus was to determine whether the current system of
enforcement and the residence hall milieu created an
environmental
drinking.

"press" or influence that encouraged student

Another focus was to discover how students

perceived and made sense of the residence hall drinking
culture and policy enforcement.

This chapter presents the

findings of how students described the drinking culture,
their observations about policy education and enforcement,
and their understanding of how the residence hall
environment influenced student drinking.

Emergent themes

are noted within each of the three sections that follow.
The first section provides an overview of the drinking
culture found in the residence halls including descriptions
of when and how students drink.

The second section focuses

on how students experienced policy education and enforce¬
ment,

including the written and "unwritten" rules about

drinking in the dorms.

The third section examines how

students made sense of the drinking that occurred at
college and in their residence halls,
positive and negative outcomes.
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be
(Partying

Section One:

Drinking In the Residence Halls

As noted in Chapter 3,
students to describe what

the

interview script asked

the drinking

their respective residence halls
involvement,

how often other students drank,

how they accessed their alcohol
got

it

was

like in

including personal

of drinking that occurred there.

purchased it,

"scene"

and the type

Students were also asked
including how they

into their buildings,

and how they

dealt with Security and the Police.
Fifteen of the students admitted to drinking in their
residence halls but all

sixteen stated that underage

drinking was a common practice in their buildings.

As the

students talked about the drinking culture some common
themes emerged that

seemed to hold true

Eastside and Westside areas of campus.

for both the
These themes are

described below.

Freedom and Frequency of Drinking
All of the students described the drinking scene as
being active,

typically starting on Thursday nights and

continuing through Saturday evening.

Other students noted

that drinking was an every-night occurrence,
instances will be described below.
Westside

freshman,

Adam,

and those

a 19-year-old

portrayed the drinking this way:

Tons of drinking goes on in the dorm.
Weekends
start on Thursday nights.
That1s when drinking
begins for most people anyway.
Then on a typical
Friday or Saturday night we decide to drink
because that's what pretty much everyone does on
the weekends, they just drink (laughs).
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Justin,

a 19-year-old Westside freshman,

student drinking was a big part of the campus
He,

too,

agreed that
lifestyle.

commented on the number of students who

participate:
The drinking scene is pretty big.
I'd say a
majority . . . well, some people start on
Thursdays and there1s no drinking Monday through
Wednesdays but I'd say 90% of people drink on the
weekends where I live.
It's a pretty big part.
I know a lot of people who live in (name of his
residence hall) that drink on the weekends.
It's
just a few friends in a room drinking beers or
hard liquor.
Maybe half the people stay in the
dorm but people I know also go to parties but I
drink in my room.
Some people don't like the
scene at parties . . . they'd rather just sit in
their rooms with a few friends that they know and
just hang out and drink.
Later in the

interview Justin,

drinker in high school,

who had not been a

talked about his newfound freedom

and how that had influenced his decision to drink at
college.

He also described how his drinking had started to

get out of control and the consequences of his new
lifestyle:
I wanted to party it up.
I dunno.
I was finally free
of my parents' curfew and everything like that.
I
could be myself and do whatever I wanted.
Last
semester I did a lot of drinking.
We got to know some
people on the floor . . . some sophomore girls and
they introduced us to drinking.
I would get drunk
usually Friday and Saturday nights and basically I
knew how much I could drink after a month because the
first couple of times I drank too much.
I figured out
where I should stop 'cause a few times I drank too
much and I couldn't remember things; it was just a
haze and I didn't want that.
I wanted to get drunk
but not too drunk.
I got a terrible GPA first
semester and I knew that drinking was a big part of.it
and I had to pay more attention to school.
Everything
was getting out of hand 'cause all I was doing during
the week was looking forward to the weekends; it was
totally effecting my mindset . . .everything . . .all
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I wanted to do was to have fun
about school.

.

.

.1 didn't care

If Justin was heavily involved in drinking his first
semester,

he was not alone.

He went on to describe how his

other first year friends were dealing with being on their
own and having the

freedom to drink:

They were right there with me, basically.
They
weren't big drinkers in high school either so
pretty much they were facing the same new things
that I was and everyone was getting intoxicated
basically and having a good time.
Another theme,
narratives,

which ran through the students'

was the ease of

and what might be seen as a
students entice others

finding someone to drink with
"snowball"

effect of how

into drinking with them.

20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

talked about

it

Tony,

a

this way:

I've lived on three different floors and I'd say that
at least 75% of the people on the floor drink . . .the
other people I don't know them but there's no reason
that I know of why they wouldn't drink or think it's
wrong.
There's always someone drinking during the
week and on the weekends it's easy "cause so many
people are drinking.
It's easy to find people . .
.just walk around.
You go into the hallway and
someone says, "What are you doing?" and then someone
says, "I'm going to drink," and before you know it
there's 5-10 people who say they're going to drink and
the drinking always starts on Thursday evenings at
7:30-8 p.m., and people drink maybe 6-8 beers before
they leave the building and then they go out and drink
some more.
Many of them get into a drunken stupor and
then they come home and some will go to sleep but
others will gather in people's rooms and drink some
more until they pass out.
Meagan,
that

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

also felt

it was easy to find someone to drink with even on a

weekday night:
If you want to drink any night of the week
you can find someone to drink with.
Maybe

65

it won't be your best friend but you can
scrounge someone to drink with you.
Well,
it was just the other Monday and people were
all drunk.
I kept going, "Why is everybody
drunk?" I mean I live right there and there
are people who live on the floor below me .
. .1 think in a low-rise building there's
more a "family" thing going on than in a
high-rise "cause there's only four floors
and people know what's going on around them
so I came home from class and my roommate
wasn't there, but our beds were messed up
and I could see that people had been sitting
in our room.
Then she called and she was
like "Hi!" and she was drunk and laughing,
and she said, "Look out the window," and
she's hanging out the window two floors
below me, and I was like, "Oh, my god!"
I
could hear them partying and oh, were they
drunk.
It was about 11 p.m. by that time
and they were drunk and loud!
Another student,
lives

in Eastside,

Pat,

a 20-year-old sophomore who also

agreed that there was no problem finding

someone to drink with due to the sheer number of students
who regularly drank.

This

is the way Pat described it:

Like it kinda goes in cycles.
At the beginning of the
year the freshmen come.
The dorms are mostly freshmen
and sophomores.
You have your large group of kids who
have never been away from home before and more or less
they go crazy the first couple of weeks.
The first
night I'd say three quarters of the people drink,
every single night...actually, for the first 4-5 days
they get here.
They usually arrive on a Tuesday or a
Wednesday and they party right into the weekend, and
party all weekend, but Monday you usually see a big
stop.
The first week the kids who haven't been away
from their parents are up to like 4 a.m. just doing
nothing "cause they don't have any constraints on them
anymore.
They can party in their room . . .they don't
have, ya know, they don't have rules anymore.
Pat,

like Justin,

consequences

also felt that there were

for students who drank so heavily,

especially

when they started missing their classes:
Like usually the freshman gets here and he'll party
urn, I'd say half of the ones who didn't drink before,
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this is the classic case scenario: they'll drink
pretty hard and party a lot and they start blowing off
classes and sleeping in late.
They won't go to their
8 or 9 o'clock class . . .they just want to go out
drinking on Thursday night and just skip all of Friday
. . .then you start getting your first grades: they
get C's and D's . . .Mom and Dad find out about it and
they say, "You'd better clean up your act or we're not
paying for another year," and then you realize you
can't.
There's a small minority who try to go through
the whole year doing it but those are the people who
fail out.
If you're going to fail out due to
partying, it's going to happen freshman year.
If you
pass freshman year you know how much you can get away
with, with your schedule.
Later in his interview,

Pat went on to describe how

easily week night drinking had become normative behavior
for many of his

friends:

Thursday through Saturday there's always a party or if
there isn't a party then there's always people in
someone's room drinking.
If you want to drink it's
easiest during the week . . .you can find a small
group of people or you can talk someone into it
really.
If you want to drink on a Monday, Tuesday,
Wednesday night . . .Sure, I mean people on my floor,
and people I hang out with.
If we don't have classes
and no one has anything major to do we might get a
case of beer and just drink the case.
Or like 2-3
weeks ago, the night of the big basketball game, it
was snowing pretty hard and we figured that there
weren't going to be any classes the next day.
It was
a Monday night but we decided to drink.
We got a
couple of cases and we drank as much as we have on a
party night.
Alicia,
easy it

a 19-year-old Eastside freshman,

summed up how

is to drink on the week nights by making the

following comment:
Typically everyone is like, "Oh, let's get
trashed! It's done.
Hallelujah! Let's
celebrate!" It's not like shocking if everyone
gets drunk on a Tuesday.
Ya, I mean if people
have a class Thursday at 1 o'clock, you can go
out Wednesday night.
It all depends on
everyone's schedule.
You can find people who
have the same class schedule as you and you end
up partying with them because you can at the same
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time
does

. . . and then on the weekends, everyone
it together, basically, unless their ill.

For most of the

interviewees,

the sheer number of

their fellow students who drank often and regularly had a
strong influence on their decision to drink.

While

justifying one's drinking was easy due to the normalcy of
the behavior,

the other factor that was mentioned as

frequently was the availability of alcohol.

Availabilitv/Easv Access of Alcohol
All of the respondents talked about how easy it was to
obtain alcohol on campus.

Many of the younger students

befriended legal-age students who were more than willing to
purchase alcohol
to buy their own.
any real

for them.

Other students used fake

None of the participants

I.D.s

felt there were

impediments to obtaining alcohol and Melanie,

18-year-old Westside

freshman,

an

described it this way:

I think one of the reasons why they drink so much
is because one of my friends who is a freshman
has a fake I.D. so he can get alcohol whenever he
wants it.
I think he takes advantage of that and
all his friends are like, "We're away from home
and you have a fake I.D." so they go crazy with
it and they just drink all the time in the dorm.
In addition to students using fake
classmen purchasing alcohol

upper¬

for the new students was

definitely a common occurrence
a 19-year-old Westside

I.D.s,

in most of the dorms.

Adam,

freshman noted how his older friends

made acquiring alcohol easy:

Well, there's a lot of freshmen on the floor . .
. there's also sophomores and some seniors, so we
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get together when we want to drink and there are
people on the floor that are 21 and we hang out
with them a lot.
They have cars and there's one
kid in particular down the floor . . . we go to
the liquor store with him a lot or else we just
tell him what we want and then we just drink.
I
mean I don't know anyone who just drinks by
themselves ... we either get drunk in the dorms
with a bunch of friends or we go to parties and
get trashed (laughs).
It just varies to whoever
is in the mood to drink will say, "Do you want to
drink?" and then we talk to the buyer and if it's
a lot of liquor you can carry it back in packs or
a 21 year old can just carry it in a huge box on
his head.
I mean they can't stop you.
Although the University policy specifically states that
21-year-olds cannot provide alcohol to minors,

Justin,

an

18-year-old freshman spoke candidly about how he and his
friends got their liquor:
How do we get it? Fake I.D.s or through a friend
who's over 21 who lives on my floor.
He has a
car and I'll go with him and he'll pick it up.
I
can go in the liquor store with him but I can't
touch it.
I pick it out and then he pays for it
with my money and I help him bring it back to the
car.
That's how most of my friends get it too.
They live on the same floor.
A couple of guys
are over 21 and they don't mind at all.
No big
deal.
Other students agreed that getting older students to
buy them alcohol was easy.
freshman,

Kara,

an 18-year-old Eastside

explained that being female helped the process

this way:
Usually the girls will get together and pool
their money.
If you want hard liquor or
whatever, 'cause the guys will usually just drink
beer and not mixed (drinks).
So you find someone
who wants to share a bottle and if there's
someone on the floor who's 21 or who has a fake
I.D., then they'll get it.
And people will say,
"What are you doing tonight?" and usually a group
of girls will say, "Let's drink" and it's easy
for us to get someone to make a packy run 'cause
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we're girls and the guys like
(laughs).
Erin,

it when we drink

another 18-year-old freshman woman from

Westside,

went on to talk about how easy it was to get

large quantities of alcohol
this particular instance,

into her residence hall,

kegs of beer.

This

in

is the story

Erin told:
Thursday night is a big drinking night in my
dorm.
People walk around in the halls with cups
of beer in their hands . . .there's lots of
parties, people pack a lot of people in their
rooms and they'll have kegs . . .you can buy a
cup for $3-5 and then you can drink until it runs
out ... it depends on how much beer there is
like last week they ran out of beer so they
collected another $3 to get another keg and the
guy drove up with it and these four guys tried to
bring it in the alarm door and they were so drunk
but they ran up the stairs with it before the
R.A. could catch them.
Usually they just get it
in the alarm door and no one even comes to check
it out.
While most of the students felt that

there were

few

barriers to obtaining alcohol and getting it

into their

residence halls,

described how

others

Pat and Tony,

in the campus community enabled their efforts to get

liquor.
the

two students,

Pat,

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

spoke about

local package stores and their role in student

drinking:
This is probably the easiest place on earth to get
alcohol.
I mean on my floor there are three people
who are 21 and I know at least three others who have
fake I.D.s.
Besides fake I.D.s there is a store this
year if you buy more than $40 worth of liquor they
never card you.
It's a small store and they never
give you a problem.
We went in there one time and as
long as you acted like you belonged there it was okay.
My friend put stuff on the counter and the guy said,
"Let's see an I.D." and we told him we were going to
buy for the whole floor and the guy just said, "Bring
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it next time then, it's a minor technicality."
he'd serve us anything.
Tony,

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

And

also had a

cavalier attitude about bringing beer into his dorm,
especially after this experience with campus police:
It's not a problem.
I use my school bag and I
put a case of beer in my bag and I carry it in.
There are always 2-3 people on the floor that are
21 and you seem to befriend them and they do not
mind going to the liquor store.
The loophole is
if the police see it they can't inspect it and
the Security people see these bags but they don't
say anything.
Once a police officer stopped me
and a friend . . .we both had cases of beer in
our bags but he didn't even look in them.
After
he checked our I.D.s he told my friend to carry
in my bag "cause he knew that he was 21.
When asked to comment on the message that the police
officer's behavior had sent

to him,

Tony replied:

Well, it said if the bag is covered up then
you're all set . . . that's what it said to me.
No matter how obvious it is . . . that it's
alcohol, as long as it's covered up you're all
set.
I mean I thought I'd get arrested and ya
know, he just let us go.
I couldn't believe it.
For the one

student who chose not to drink in the

residence halls,

having so much alcohol around felt

annoyance.

an 18-year-old Westside freshman,

Tim,

commented on the

like an

failure of the University to restrict

student access to alcohol:
I mean it's ridiculous; it's so easy I could
probably get a horse up to my room without anyone
knowing.
I mean, open up the emergency door,
make that annoying sound that everyone does every
day, all the time.
Just bring it in the back
door, run up the back stairwell, whatever.
I
mean you don't even have to do that; you can just
walk in the front door with a duffel bag or
hockey bag.
They don't care what you have in it;
no one checks anything here.
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As these examples show,

drinking in the residence

halls at Central University was a common occurrence.
students'

The

comments indicated that most of them took the

availability of alcohol and the opportunity to drink
matter-of-factly.

Their readiness to talk about the

situation underscored just how normative this behavior has
become at this large state university and on many other
college campuses.

Summary
The voices of these students provided evidence that
underage drinking occurred on a regular basis in their
campus residence halls.
students'

stories:

Two major themes emerged from the

the normativeness of Thursday through

Saturday night drinking,

with some students choosing to

drink Monday through Wednesday,
alcohol by underage students.

and the ready access of
Although half of the

participants denied regular drinking in high school,

most

of the students fell into the Thursday through Saturday
night practice once they arrived on campus.

One young

woman said she did not drink every weekend due to academic
reasons and/or her religious convictions,

and Tim,

the

first year student who criticized the availability of
alcohol,

stated he never drank due to personal preference.

Overall,

the data revealed that it was easy for students to

drink in their residence halls,

which then created an

environment that encouraged regular drinking.
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In the next

section we look at the issue of policy education and
enforcement and how that impacted students'

decisions to

drink.

Section Two:

Policy Education and Enforcement

The question of how residence hall students were being
informed about the alcohol policy and then held accountable
for this policy was pivotal to this investigation.

One

assumption was that a major part of the educational and
enforcement responsibility fell on the shoulders of the
system's Resident Assistants.
R.A.s,

These students,

known as

are typically undergraduate sophomores,

juniors,

and

seniors who are paid para-professional employees hired to
serve as peer counselors,
providers,

resource and information

and policy enforcers for the students assigned

to their floors.
The student informants in both areas of campus were
eager to talk about policy enforcement,

as most of them saw

the lack of it as an excuse to drink in the dorms.
terms of basic education about the alcohol policy,

In
none of

the students had seen signs in their residence halls
addressing behavioral proscriptions and policy.

Students

did say that their R.A.s had mentioned policy in their
first floor meetings but often in a "tongue-in-cheek" tone.
Some of the students had seen bulletin boards advertising
alcohol counseling services or other health-related
messages but they were typically dumbfounded regarding the
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existence of policy signs.

As the students talked,

obvious themes emerged which lent

further insight

some

into the

residence hall drinking culture at Central University.

Lack of Clear Messages about
Only one student,
sophomore,

Policy

Keith,

an 18-year-old

Eastside

indicated that his Residence Director or R.D.,

the paid professional who supervises the dorm,
the

students about the policy at

semester.

the beginning of the

During his presentation and welcome,

Keith's building outlined all the policies,
rules about alcohol.

had informed

the R.D.

including the

Keith's response was automatic:

I think as the R.D. was saying it, you realize
that he knows that if you drink in your room and
you're quiet, you're not going to get caught.
He
knows that without a question.
He knows that! If
you asked him, without a question he'd tell you
that you won't get caught.
I think all the kids
know that.
Ya, we see right through it.
Admitting that most of the students did drink that
very night

in their dorm rooms,

Keith went on to explain

how he heard the R.D.'s words:
Whatever he said, it didn't blow right past us
but we understood.
I heard him saying that if he
didn't know, there wasn't anything he could do
about it.
The message was be quiet, think, don't
be loud, don't walk in the building or the
hallway with a beer, use your brain.
That's it.
While Keith first heard about policy from the R.D.,
the other fifteen students said they were informed about
the alcohol policy by their floor R.A.
meeting.

during an initial

The messages that most of them received were

variations of

"This

is the rule but
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if

I don't

see you,

in

there's nothing I
freshman,

can do."

Alicia,

a 19-year-old Eastside

related the following account of her R.A.'s

message:
He basically said, "Don't have alcohol in the
building . . .don't do it, but I'm not dumb . .
.1 know this is college and basically if you're
in your room with your door closed you can do
anything you want.
If smoke is not pouring out
from underneath your door or there's not a stench
. . .if the music is not blaring . . .if you're
in your room just hanging out, nothing will
happen unless someone opens the door and an R.A.
walks by and sees it.
You can basically protect yourself.
You're not
supposed to have it in the room but everyone
does.
If you're caught heavily intoxicated and
you can't even speak you're going to get written
up.
If you have your door open and the R.A.
walks by and he sees alcohol or something illegal
in your room then he's going to write you up, but
if you're in your room and it's not obvious, ya
know, it will probably be ignored.
I mean if
they wanted to, they could probably run door-todoor to see if people are drinking (laughs).
Sean,

a 19-year-old Eastside freshman,

experience to Alicia's.

His R.A.

had a similar

pretty much told the

students how to avoid detection when they were drinking.
This

is what Sean had to say:
The rules in the dorm are that there are no open
containers in the hallway if you're not 21.
Our
R.A. said basically that you can drink in your
room though.
I mean the official rule is that
you have to be 21 to drink but a lot of people
drink anyway.
If people drink in their rooms and
they're not too loud the R.A. won't know about it
or if the R.A. doesn't smell it, hear it, or
anything, then he really can't do anything "cause
he has no proof.
That's what our R.A. said. He's
like, "If I don't smell it, hear it, or see it
then I don't know what's going on."
Ya, he told
us that if you're under 21 you can't drink in the
dorms but that he knows that he really can't
control that because people are going to drink
anyways because it's a college campus and they're
away from home and they can quote, "Do whatever
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they want "cause it's their life" and that's
basically what he said.
He told us if we don't
cause problems and if people control themselves
that there won't be any problems in the hall.
When asked about policy signs and if he had ever seen
any signs or read the Student Handbook,
shoulders.

Striking a humorous tone,

Sean shrugged his

he responded:

I don't remember any signs.
I never looked that
closely (laughs).
There were signs about a frat
party . . ,I did see that and something about
quiet hours but honestly, I don't remember any
signs about alcohol.
I don't think anyone looked
at the Student Handbook but I think we had to
sign for it or something.
I mean there's
probably something in there about the policy that
says you're not supposed to drink.
But no one
ever reads it.
If Sean was

fairly blase about the policy,

19-year-old Westside freshman,
"education"
how his R.A.
about the

Justin,

was openly cynical about the

he had received from his R.A.

Justin explained

had initially told the students on the

"rules"

and later,

a

floor

after a few of the students

had violated the rules by walking in the hallway with a
beer,

the R.A.

held another floor meeting to

everyone about this situation.

This

"re-educate"

is how Justin

described the meeting:
He, the R.A. pretty much said that he knew that
we were drinking and that we wouldn't get written
up unless we were dumb about it . . .like if we
were in the hallway, ya know, being a fool with a
beer or something like that.
But otherwise if we
stay in our rooms with the door closed we
wouldn't get caught.
I mean the real rules are
you're not supposed to drink if you're under 21
but everyone does anyway.
If you're in your room
and an R.A. knocks you don't have to open the
door.
He talked about the people being in the
hallway and he said, "Stop doing that or I'll
write you up," or something like that.
I mean he
was really annoyed that people were being so dumb
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about it.
story.
Tim,

That was it

an 18-year-old Westside

similar incident

in which a R.A.

about the rules and his
"policy".

...

no big deal.

freshman,

End of

talked about a

had to remind the students

interpretation of University

In this particular instance students were very

lax about going into the hallway with their alcohol
R.A.

so the

would joke around with the students and laugh about

the policy this way:
If our R.A. did say something, which he did a
lot, he'd make a big joke about it and pretend to
get angry but all he would say is "Hey, put that
away."
He was very lenient.
I think he's a
junior so he basically would tell people, "You're
supposed to be behind your door," and then he
would laugh.
Sometimes he would just stand there
and ignore it.
I mean we'd be talking like
nothing bad was happening.
A lot depended on the
mood he was in.
Many of the students talked about their R.A.'s
and how that
enforced.

"mood"

factored into whether policy would be

Leah,

an 18-year-old Westside

freshman,

gave the

following account:
Well, you kinda test her to see what you can get
away with (laughs).
Plus a lot of people on the
floor knew her already "cause she's a senior and
they had her before and they said she mainly
stays in her room and doesn't say much.
Usually
you can drink on the floor as long as it's in a
cup, but sometimes you can have a beer (can); a
lot depends on the mood she's in and if she's on
duty.
If she's on and in a good mood you're "all
set".
If it's another R.A. and they're on rounds
then you have to be in your room with the door
shut.
At 10 everyone goes in their rooms and
shuts the door until they're done with rounds.
In sum,

all of the students talked about the confusing

messages they had received about the alcohol policy.
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Most

had been told by their R’. A.
closed doors and

to hide their drinking behind

"no one would know".

The students

practically repeated verbatim the words,
it,

smell

it,

hear it,

etc."

"If

I don't

see

when describing the policy

sessions they had with their R.A.s.

In some cases it

seemed like they were tiptoeing around neurotic parents who
occasionally would invoke their parental mandate but
generally would let things go.
the R.A.s'

While the consistency of

enforcement was called into question by most of

the students,

a more disturbing trend was that of R.A.s'

breaking the rules right along with the students.

R.A.s Who Break the Rules
While most of the
were

students stated that

lax or inconsistent

their R.A.s

in enforcing the alcohol policy,

few students admitted that their R.A.s actually drank with
them on the floor.

In some cases,

R.A.s procured alcohol

for their residents.

Adam,

freshman,

following story:

related the

a 19-year-old Westside

Our R.A. is older, he's in his 20's I think and
he's a junior.
He's really nice and he hangs out
with us all the time.
He has parties in his room
sometimes.
Well, actually, he sometimes gets
drunk with us (laughs).
He's over 21 so he's
allowed to drink and he lets us drink in his room
with the door open.
I mean I don't understand
that . . . why he leaves the door open.
I mean
like there are other R.A.s that come in the room
and drink with us too.
But I mean as long as
it's controlled they don't really care but if
it's crazy and people are causing trouble then
you get into trouble.
I mean it's okay as long
as you're drinking responsibly, or if you're in
his room and being cool.
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Pat,

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

was rather

philosophical about the reasons why some of the R.A.s would
break the rules and drink with their residents.

Pat

recognized that the R.A.s were the same age as many of
their residents and therefore had some of the same needs to
fit

in and socialize.

Pat explained it this way:

The policy here is you have R.A.s but if you're
drinking in your room and you have the door shut;
as long as you're not loud and obnoxious they
don't bother you.
They really could care less.
They have their own life, too, and they're not
going to sit there all night and try to crack
down on everyone who's drinking.
They're
students, I mean.
This year cracks me up.
I go
out drinking with one of my good friends who's an
R.A. and I've met quite a few people here who are
R.A.s and they just go to a different dorm to
party "cause they can't drink in their own
buildings.
Ya, they're students, they're not
freshmen but most of them are 19-20 years old,
and they're still kids.
The R.A.s on our floor
mostly don't give us any problems at all.
Like
we had an R.A. last year who would drink on the
floor with us.
Urn, not to mention the drug part.
I won't even get into that.
But eventually she
quit "cause she got into trouble.
And our second
semester R.A., she was never around.
Like she
had a hard semester and she spent most of her
time at the library and when she came home she
spent most of her time in her room.
Unless
someone was really causing problems, she didn't
bother anyone.
While Adam and Pat were obviously pleased to have
R.A.s that would not only bend the rules but also drink
along with their residents,
emerged about how the

a more disturbing explanation

students actually influenced their

R.A.s to take a passive role

in enforcement.
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Threats and Intimidation Directed at the R.A.s
A number of the students talked openly about
intimidation directed at the R.A.s.
"She stays

Comments ranged from,

in her room a lot and minds her own business"

"The R.A.s know better
off."

student

.

.

.

they don't want to piss people

It was clear from these comments,

couched in humor,

that

to who the

"enforcers"

enforced.

Tim,

a more subtle

the

to

which were usually

lines were blurred with regards

were and what

"policies"

were being

an 18-year-old Westside freshman,

level of harassment,

described

which was directed at

R.A.s who tried to enforce policy:
I don't think they (the students) really see the
R.A.s as threats.
I mean if they do it with them
(drink with students) they're "cool" but if they
enforce the rules they tend not to like them as
much.
They say things to them and tend to be
mean to them.
The R.A. on the floor knows
everyone and they have to be nice because they
(the R.A.s) don't want the kids not to like them.
I mean I'd probably do the same thing.
Well I
guess it would really depend.
I guess on whether
I lived in Eastside or Westside, cause my R.A. on
Westside might say, "I'll give you one more
chance, if I see you again, that's it!" Whereas
if I was an R.A. in Eastside, I'd keep letting it
go, one more time, one more time . . .
Pat,

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

talked about how his R.A.

who earlier had

avoided confrontation and

conflicts with students by spending most of her time in her
room or at the

library,

was much more outspoken about how

policy enforcers would be treated by students.

This is

what Pat had to say:
I have friends that are R.A.s.
If you try to
bust people for drinking you're more or less
starting trouble . . . people are going to get
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mad at you
problems.

.

.

.

you're just

looking for

When asked to explain what he meant by that comment,

Pat

replied:
If you piss people off they're going to harass
you.
Like even though it's against the policy.
You don't go looking for trouble with people and
that's more or less what it is because the people
are drinking and if you try to stop them you're
looking for trouble, more or less.
Like that's
in your room, you should be left alone, but if
you walk through the hallway with a beer in your
hand, you're looking to get written up.
But I,
myself, would get upset if you are in your room
drinking, not bothering anyone and not being loud
and the R.A.s were constantly trying to get us in
trouble because they thought we were drinking.
I
mean our R.A. knows better . . .he's not our
friend but he doesn't bother us and we don't
bother him.
Same thing.
Other students agreed with Pat that the R.A.s needed
to

"stay in their place"

old Westside

freshman,

so to speak.

talked about his

Jason,

an 18-year-

floor R.A.

this

way:
Well, people don't take the policy seriously, I
mean if they want to drink they're going to
drink.
If they want to, that's it.
Our R.A. is
really cool about it "cause if they write
everybody up they're probably not even going to
be an R.A.
Asked to clarify his comment,

Jason replied as

follows:

I can't tell you offhand what would happen to
them but something.
I mean our R.A.s aren't
domineering.
They're not Mr. Authority and Mrs.
Authority.
They keep it cool.
They say if they
catch someone they will watch that person but
they hang out every once in a while . . .if we
have study breaks.
One of the R.A.s uses one of
my friend's computers when he types his papers.
Like it's almost like they're just another
student.
I mean they do have some power but I
wouldn't say our R.A.s are ignorant enough to
think that we're not drinking.
I mean they're
not stupid enough not to know that Thursday,
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Friday, and Saturday are the big nights for it.
But if we're going to drink we'll do it in the
room and if they know what's going on, they won't
come after us cause there's more of us . . .
While Jason's threats seemed somewhat vague,
the other students actually told stories about

their R.A.s

being afraid of the residents due to either mental
physical

intimidation.

freshman,

Leah,

or

an 18-year-old Westside

talked about how some older students had

intentionally intimidated her R.A.
this

some of

In relating her story,

is what Leah had to say:
She, the R.A., was really scared of two of the
guys on my floor just because they're older than
her age-wise and they're just really intimidating
people.
Ya, they scare me.
I don't like them
(giggles) they're very intimidating.
Like the
other night she had to write one of them up and
you could tell that she was scared doing it and
he's done stuff to her door and stuff like that.
When she wrote him up 'cause he was out in the
hallway drinking, he screamed at her "You're a
bitch!" and then he went in his room and slammed
his door (in her face).
They're just really mean
and like one kid's really huge.
If they don't
like you, you know it and they can be very
demeaning to you like they'll say something but
it will be sarcastic and you know it's sarcastic
so they're very good at embarrassing you.
While most of

the students

felt that

the rules were

not taken seriously and that their R.A.s were not terribly
effective as policy enforcers,
University judicial

other students

system and its

felt that the

failure to consistently

adjudicate policy violations contributed to student rule
breaking and drinking in the dorms.
written up
member,
Director

Once

students are

for a policy violation by an R.A.

or other staff

they are required to meet with their Residence
for judicial

sanctioning.
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The next section offers

/

some reasons why students were not apt to fear a judicial
meeting with their Residence Director.

No Repercussions
If

for Policy Violations

students generally felt that their R.A.s were

struggling with the demands of enforcing the alcohol
policy,

they did not

feel that their Residence Directors

were doing much better with this responsibility.
Directors are paid professional
who live

Residence

staff at this University

in the building in a separate apartment.

They are

required to hold a Masters degree in a student developmentrelated field and are responsible
administration of the building,

for the overall

including supervising R.A.s

and serving as the judicial officer for their residents.
They are also supposed to serve as a resource and referral
person for student residents and to encourage
building"

via programs,

activities,

"community

and other inter¬

ventions .
The most common response from students was that they
did not know who their Residence Director was unless they
had had the occasion to meet with this individual during a
judicial

conference.

Residence Directors,
had come onto the
party,

Two students stated that their
or R.D.s,

floor in response to an especially loud

or in another case,

that most

as they are commonly known,

a serious

fight.

It appeared

students did not personally know their R.D.,

did they experience this

individual's presence as a
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nor

deterrent to drinking in the dorm.
Eastside sophomore,
rule breaking,

Tony,

a 20-year-old

first talked about his experience with

and then cavalierly expressed his

understanding about how policy violators would be treated.
This

is how Tony described the situation:
Well, I've had R.A.s who come in and have a beer
with us and they were under 21 and we were all
under 21.
And I had a friend, after they put in
the rule about limiting quantity, who carried in
3 cases of beer right past Security in plain view
and no one said anything.
No problem with that.
Even if you're under 21, if R.A.s see you,
they'll say, "Turn the other way, I didn't see
that."
Some R.A.s will enforce the policy and
tell you to get rid of it (the beer) but others
won't.
My freshman year I walked in with a
quarter keg in my arms and my R.A. saw me and
said nothing.
I shoulda gotten kicked out of the
dorms.
The R.A.s don't take it seriously and the
student Security workers don't take it seriously
at all.
If you do get written up there's a whole
process but there's a chance you'll just get a
"warning" and a little slap on the wrist.
When asked how many of his

"warnings"

by the R.D.

friends had gotten

and how these judicial

affected them or changed their behaviors,

sanctions had

Tony replied:

Maybe a third of the people I know have gotten
warnings.
I dunno. Usually they're told at the
judicial meeting, "Just don't do it again."
Maybe a week or so later they're acting the same
way.
I mean some of us have gotten lots of
warnings.
It's no big deal.
Other students agreed that a judicial conference was
not taken seriously.
freshman,

the 18-year-old Westside

who had related the story about the student who

had called his R.A.
face was

Leah,

a

"bitch"

and slammed the door in her

shocked to learn later that

the offending student

only had to write a two page paper for his judicial

84

sanction.

In describing how she felt this young man had

gotten off with no

"real"

punishment she recounted how

other violators had received similar sanctions:
It's nothing.
I think it's two offenses and then
you have to write a paper and you're off the
hook, and now you can do it again.
And then
after three violations, which is completely
stupid because okay, now you wrote a paper, I
think you have a judicial hearing.
My friends
had a couch from our lounge in their room. . . .
It wasn't theirs but they wanted a couch and they
got written up eight times before anything was
ever done about it.
Like the R.A. would walk by
and say, "I'm writing you up for that . . . put
it back in the lounge," and this kept happening
until they got called down to talk to the R.D.
for a meeting.
They were told to put the couch
back and they just had to write a two-page paper
and be done with it.
Another student,
freshman,

Erin,

an 18-year-old Westside

also learned early on that the judicial response

to alcohol offenses would not be serious,
life-threatening incident.
semester,

At the beginning of the

a freshman on her floor drank to the point that

he developed alcohol poisoning.
sought help,
Later,

the

even after a

After his

floormates

the young man was rushed to the hospital.

students were shocked to learn that the

residence hall

staff would not even discuss this

frightening incident with them.

This

is the story Erin

told:
The night that kid went to the hospital we were
so scared we thought we were going to have the
R.D. up there on the floor.
We even thought the
cops would be called to search our rooms.
Everyone cleaned their rooms out of empty
bottles, and we thought, "This is a big deal!" We
were so afraid; we were getting our stories
straight and then we had a floor meeting and he,
the R.A., was
like, "I know what happened this
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weekend but that's personal matters
going to talk about that but we are
about noise violations."
When asked whether the
getting violently

ill

her

said:

shoulders

and

was

subject

of

ever brought

and we're not
going to talk

their
up,

friend's

Erin

shrugged

Never.
Alcohol was never brought up.
I mean we
were so shocked, like wicked scared.
But all he
did was talk about people's stereos and being
loud.
We thought we'd get called down to the
R.D.'s office immediately but we never heard a
thing.
Later,
enforcement

Erin talked about

her R.A.'s

and why he may have

attitude

ignored this

about

incident:

I don't know why the R.A. doesn't do it.
I don't
know whether it's because he didn't want us to
get mad at him.
I don't know why he doesn't do
anything like when he's outside his room and
we're in the hallway drinking, he turns his head
like he doesn't want to have to enforce the
rules.
He's a very quiet kid, "cause I know him.
He's just a quiet kid and I dunno like once in a
while he'll say, "Turn down your music" or stuff
like that.
I mean there's a room on the floor
where they smoke a lot of weed and one kid
petitioned it and everything, and the room was
written up a lot of times but nothing changed so
one kid said to the R.A., "I'm going to get a
Stop sign and hang it on the wall for pot
smoking," and the R.A. said, "Here's a piece of
paper."
He, the kid, made a sign that said,
"Stop the pot" and the kids counteracted with
another sign that said "Stop the geeks who are
worried about people smoking pot."
As
floor,

Erin talked about
it

appeared that

University's
enforcement.

response
It

she,

on confronting

situation on her particular
too,

student

seemed she

supported by the R.D.
up"

to

the

felt

questioned the
drinking and policy
her R.A.

and that perhaps

students.

not

he had just

When asked
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was

if

she

being
"given

felt

her

R.A.
was

was
a

afraid to

factor.

someone

she

appropriate

enforce policy she

Instead,

saw as

she pointed the blame

giving

standards

disagreed that

of

students
conduct.

at

the R.D.,

"mixed messages"
This

is what

this

about

Erin had to

say:
I don't think he's (the R.A.) afraid that we'll
do something to him.
I have no idea why he
hasn't done something "cause we've all been
written up numerous times as a group for like
noise violations and then he'll come in and see
the alcohol.
I mean I've been written up and I
have a warning for the rest of the semester; same
thing for a lot of people I know.
One person,
they got written up and got a warning and then
they got written up again, and now they have to
do a bulletin board on alcohol for our floor.
That's it, I mean, I think they see it as being
okay, like the R.A. and the R.D.
Like when I got
written up I went down and had a conversation
with the R.D. and you know he's like, "Just don't
let us see it."
When asked if
hide

the

drinking

she

thought

from the

the

R.D.

was

staff's purview,

telling her to
Erin replied:

No one has ever said, "Don't do it."
I mean
their words aren't exactly, "Don't let me see you
do that," but he did say, "If you came to party,
this is the right school and blah, blah, blah."
He wasn't telling me to party but he was kind of
saying that people have to realize that if they
come to school to party, they came to the right
school but then the consequences are that they
don't end up graduating and stuff like that.
Asked to

clarify what

her and how that

made

her

she
feel,

had heard the

R.D.

saying to

Erin answered:

He didn't tell me not to drink once.
What went
through my mind was I'm not going to leave my
door open again "cause that's how I got caught.
The door was open like that, so just keep your
door closed and if they come knocking on your
door for noise, you can hide everything.
Then
you

just

get written up

for noise.
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If
senior

Erin's
staff

story raised additional

felt

about

their role

another young woman gave
enforcement.

Alicia's

questions

about

residence

hall.

her

a blatant

questions

how

as policy enforcers,
example

story began as

a

familiarity with the

This

about

of

shoddy

response
rules

is what Alicia had to

to

in the

say:

I understand them as "As long as it's not seen,
then it's fine."
As long as you're behind doors
and even if a R.A. knocks on your door you don't
have to answer it.
You can have people drinking
in there .
.
. you might get written up for
"failure to comply" or something but then you go
to meet with the R.D. or someone.
You can kinda,
well, what I see, "cause I used to look at the
policy as "Be honest" and "Honesty is the best
policy", is what I always believed but I find
it's almost like you have to lie.
When asked to explain what
have

to

with a

lie",
senior

Alicia went

she

had meant

on to describe

this

by

"like you

encounter

staff member:

Well, last year I got written up for alcohol in
my room "cause we were having a party and someone
left the door open.
Anyway I had to meet with
the
A.R.D.
(Assistant Resident Director), and I
was like, "Ya, I did it," and there were some
people smoking pot in my room, but I don't
personally smoke pot but I let my friends smoke
pot, and my A.R.D. . . . urn ... he was
basically telling me to lie.
Because I went down
there with every intention to tell him, "Ya,
there were people smoking pot in my room" . . .
and he was telling me, "No,"... he was telling
me to say, "Ya, there was pot smell in the
hallway but no one can prove it was coming from
your room," I mean he was telling me to say that
.
.
. not to admit to him that there was pot
smoking in my room but just to say there was pot
odor in the hallway and no one could prove that
there was pot in my room "cause they never found
any weed in there.
There wasn't anything about
pot on the (witness) statement so if they don't
see it, pot or whatever, you can get away with
it.

88

Later in the
the

interview,

Alicia talked again about how

A.R.D.'s response had changed her attitude about

drinking in the residence hall.

Her cynicism and confusion

about what was expected of her as a resident of the
building were obvious:
I mean, it's been the same thing with my
roommate.
We've both always thought about the
honesty thing, but now we know that it's totally
different and I think other students ... a lot
of other people have done that in the first place
. . . tried to lie their way out of it.
I don't
think a lot of people go down there with the
intent of being totally honest now ... I mean,
I went in there and I was like, "Well, we had
friends visiting that night and they wanted to
smoke weed," and he was like, "Stop right there;
I don't want to hear that," "cause what he had
written down in front of him just said that there
was smell of weed coming from in front of our
room.
Okay, so now I get it . . . why should I
tell him?
I mean, we tell him what he wants to
hear and then he gives a little warning.
Although Alicia appeared jaded by her encounters with
her A.R.D.,

her story was not unique.

Other students

talked about cursory meetings with their R.D.

in which the

rules were never really emphasized or clarified.
typically left
assignments

these meetings with

like writing a letter of apology,

writing a two-page paper on the
clear from the

students'

walked away with was,
don't

let us

"warnings"

Students

and simple
or,

at most,

"Evils of Alcohol."

It was

accounts that the message they had

"Next time,

be more careful

see you doing that again."
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Summary
In reviewing the data on policy education and
enforcement,

it was obvious that Central University failed

to implement

these two administrative standards.

This then

created an environment where students could easily drink.
The student

informants

spoke matter-of-factly about

residence hall drinking and the

failure of the R.A.s and

senior staff to enforce the alcohol policy.

Instead,

students described how they had been socialized by the dorm
staff

into a

"See no evil;

enforcement mentality.

hear no evil;

speak no evil"

The absence of basic guideposts,

such as policy signs and security staff who would check
students at the door for legal-age
liquor into the dorms,
that

all

I.D.s when carrying

seemed to underscore the message

the University did not take its enforcement

responsibilities

seriously.

Even more disturbing was the apparent rule-breaking
perpetrated by the rule enforcers.
their students to drink
"reinforce"
"got

R.A.s who

"behind doors,"

sometimes having to

the message a few times before their residents

it right,"

their residents,

and R.A.s who actually drank along with
all sent a message to students that they

had little to fear from their peer enforcers.
disturbing,

"taught"

still,

More

was the reality of what happened to

R.A.s who attempted to fulfill their enforcement
responsibility.

Those R.A.s who did assert themselves

quickly learned via intimidation and outright threats from

90

their student charges to

"get

in line"

and keep a low

profile as disciplinarians.
Finally,

the role that

senior staff,

the R.D.s and

A.R.D.s played in the disciplinary process also undermined
the University's attempt to prohibit underage drinking in
the residence halls.

Students received multiple

"warnings"

from their Resident Directors and most of them seemed
unconcerned about having to attend a judicial meeting.
Many of the students
situations and,

felt they could lie their way out of

if they protested loudly enough,

would be dropped with a minor penalty.
the students'

accounts,

it

the senior staff,

From listening to

seemed that only the most

egregious acts of underage drinking,
vandalism and violence,

the matter

like alcohol-related

would receive a stern response from

and then only if the perpetrators were

charged with concrete evidence.

Otherwise,

most

students

experienced few judicial deterrents which would discourage
them from drinking in the residence halls.
section on
students

"Student Meaning-Making,"

"made

sense"

In the final

we explore how

of this environment and culture,

whether or not they felt a certain pressure or
participate

"press"

and
to

in the residence hall drinking.

Section Three:

Student Meaning-Making

Alicia's observations about how staff taught
to break rules and ignore the alcohol policy,
apparent cynicism with this

"socialization,"
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students

and her
is an

excellent

segue

making."

While the previous two research areas provided

valuable

into the

insight

final

section -

into the drinking

student

"scene"

and enforcement

standards

in the University's residence halls,

students'

attitudes and feelings that were most

to the researcher:

it was the
intriguing

Did they ever question the drinking

that was so commonplace
accept

"meaning¬

it as part of

in the dorms or did they merely

the contemporary college

"life style"?

While elements of environmental press had already been
covered by asking about

the normativeness/ease of dormitory

drinking and the reticence of

staff

in enforcing policy,

questions about how students experienced the pressure to
drink were also pivotal
indeed,

to this research:

an environmental

how did students

"press"

Was there,

to consume alcohol,

and

feel about that?

Questions about meaning-making and student attitudes
were placed at

the end of the interviews to allow the

participants to be self-reflective and to bring closure to
the

interview process.

in the dorms at

While

15 of the

16

the time of the interviews,

students drank
all of them

were able to evaluate the situation in a meaningful way.
Two broad themes emerged from this questioning:
of the environment or
of the

students,

and the developmental stage

which included their lack of direction,

their need to conform,
immaturity.

"scene,"

The impact

and other aspects of their

Student attitudes about the environmental
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influences will be summarized first and then the emotional
and developmental

states of the students will be addressed.

How Students Made Sense of the Environment:
Life at a "Party School"
When asked how they

"made sense"

went on around them in the dorms,

of the drinking that

the majority of students

talked about the University's reputation as a
school."

"Party Central,"

institution under study,

minds,

at

the common nickname of the

was used by most of the students

to describe the University.
students'

"party

least,

It appeared that,

in the

this was an easy way to both

describe the drinking culture and to legitimize the
quo."

Adam,

a 19-year-old Westside

freshman,

put

"status

it this

way:
Well, I mean, like coming here to "Party
Central," that's almost like a tradition here
just to drink a lot (laughs).
I mean, I'm only a
freshman, but when I came here I always thought
"That's college life . . . that's what you do"
for the weekends.
I mean, college life in
general, especially here, at Central, there's so
many rumors about it being a "party school" and
stuff.
I mean, I came here and like I became
friends with lots of the freshmen and the first
weekend we got beer and had a party and went to a
party off-campus.
Off-campus, you pay for the
beer and, if you go to party, that's why you're
going, for the drinking ... I mean, most of the
parties aren't social events; they're just "drink
fests," the more kegs, the better.
Just hanging
out with a new crowd, ... I mean, I don't
consider myself a "follower," but I'd feel stupid
being the only one who drank in high school
'cause there's no fun drinking by yourself
(laughs), but here, everyone else drinks and I
don't see anything wrong with it 'cause everyone
knows this is a drinking school, so, what the
heck, I'll drink too . . . it's fun, I mean.
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Tony,

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

agreed with

Adam that the University's reputation as a place to
and drink heavily had been one of the
influenced him to select Central.

"party"

factors that

Tony's explanation was

pretty straightforward:
I mean, I knew what I was doing.
When I came to
Central, it was the first time that I was on my
own.
My family was great, but I was on my own
and so was everyone else.
We were all freshmen
and it was pretty much like we were on vacation.
It really didn't set in that you had to go to
school; that you had to work . . . that didn't
set in "til second semester.
I went to all my
classes, but I didn't study like I should have.
You know, it seemed like college was like Animal
House . . . you're like there to party.
I mean,
so many adults and other people were telling me
that these were the "best years of my life," from
seeing movies and the reputation that Central has
of being a "party school" . . . that's what made
me believe it.
A number of

the other students talked about the

University's reputation,
their descriptions.
off"

but with more of a critical air in

Some of the students appeared

by the way other students viewed their campus,

that they somehow had to
reputation.

Melanie,

"live down"

"put
feeling

the institution's

an 18-year-old Westside

was concerned about doing well academically,

freshman,
had this to

say:
Well, it seems like this University is a lot more
lenient ... it has a big reputation, right,
"Party Central"?
When I told people I was coming
here, ya know, they said, "Oh, you better be
careful "cause you're going to turn into a big
lush," and urn, my roommate was talking to a
friend who goes to school in New Jersey and she
told him about our friends who were walking up
the stairs with a keg and her friend could not
believe it.
He said, "How could that happen? . .
. if they found a keg at his school, the kids
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who

would get expelled."
I mean, they are more
lenient here, but we're not all lushes . . .
really not fair to call us that.
Leah,

an 18-year-old Eastside freshman,

somewhat cavalier about the

"partying"

it's

although

reputation,

was also

concerned that people would automatically see her as a
heavy drinker.

She talked about her conflicting feelings

this way:
Well, to answer your question, this is. "Party
Central"!
Definitely more drinking goes on here
in the dorms than at any other college I've been
to.
I mean, we'll go out to parties off-campus
but it's not always fun so nobody wants to go and
it's so easy to drink in the dorm.
I mean, I
didn't used to drink like this in high school
(laughs).
I was always doing other stuff like
sports and clubs, but when you come here you
don't really know what to expect until you see
what is really going on . . . but when you tell
your friends you're going to Central University,
and they're like "Oh, party school!" and all the
stigmas that are attached to this school and I
got a lot of negative criticism before I even got
here so I was on my toes a lot . . . like I'm not
going to do that.
I'm not going to let them be
right, but once you get here you see what's up
and you want to have fun.
When asked to explain how she had gotten drawn into
the partying culture,
avoid those behaviors,

especially since she had planned to
Leah continued,

with a tone of

regret:
Well, I mean, coming here to Central, that's
almost what you're expected to do.
I mean, I
don't think anything is ever done about it or
that they care.
I think if they wanted to get
rid of the "Party Central" reputation, that
they'd do something like they did at (other
college name).
In the freshman dorms down there,
they check your bags when you come in and they
thoroughly search everything to make sure you
don't have alcohol.
Like, it's virtually
impossible to get alcohol in those dorms, but
here we walk in with bags clearly - 3 cases of
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beer in them - and they can't stop you and they
can't look into it . . . they can't do anything
about it.
Like, I could go out but, if we're
having a floor party, I might as well stay here
or go to another building where there might be a
multi-floor party where one floor might be beer
and another floor mixed drinks.
I mean, it's
what goes on here I guess 'cause it's so easy to
(unintelligible) . . .
While many of the students rationalized their
involvement with the

"party lifestyle"

University's reputation,

as a result of the

another group of

"pressure"

students talked

about the

social

they experienced to become a

member of

their floor community.

students'

accounts of how they understood this

The

following are
influence.

Pressure to Conform
In describing why they drank in their residence halls,
most of
"fit

the students explained that they felt a need to

in"

and be

students,

seen as part of the floor.

especially,

First-year

felt compelled to go along with the

drinking for a variety of reasons which will be outlined
below.

Sean,

a 19-year-old Eastside

freshman,

described

his adjustment to the dorm environment by talking about the
pressure he
say

felt to conform and his apparent

inability to

"No":
Urn, why did I drink once I got here?
Well, I
guess first semester, me, myself, had a harder
time adjusting to all the drinking 'cause I
wasn't really much of a boozehound in high school
(laughs).
I mean, I quickly adjusted and ended
up getting a little more drunk than I should have
sometimes. ... I guess really more often.
I
guess it was because there were so many more
people around and you were so tempted and I would
drink more and faster.
It wasn't anything like
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high school, where it was more laid back and
you'd just sit around.
At college, you tend to
drink more and get past your limit quickly and
it's easy to get out of control.
I mean, it's a
social thing . . . it's like you're sitting
around with your friends and that's what you do
to relax.
Like, there is drinking that goes on
during the week if there's a basketball game or
something . . . people will drink and I guess I
could've said "no". ... I mean, you wouldn't
feel uncomfortable but I guess in a way you're
just drinking for the sake of drinking.
It's
like people who smoke cigarettes . . . like when
one of their friends light up, they do it, too .
. . to be a follower . . . to be a part of the
group (grins) . . . it's like a lot of the time
people drink to belong to the group.
Asked to clarify why he had begun to drink on week
nights and what that change had meant to him,

Sean had this

to say:
I think I've changed a lot "cause I started out
not too bad; then, at the beginning of this
semester, I started drinking some hard alcohol
and I tended to lose track of what I was doing
and so finally I decided that I wasn't going to
drink as much because I wanted to control how
much I was drinking.
I mean, with the week night
thing, I knew that wasn't good, but someone might
say, well, we have class tomorrow, and then
they'd laugh.
I mean, I knew then I was getting
into it too much.
But, in a way, I think it's
kind of funny, too . . . people go and drink and
they get plastered and they have to get up early
for classes.
I mean, it's not really funny
because it's college and we're going around
having lots of fun like all the time and then
going and like trying to concentrate for classes.
Tony,
about
albeit

the

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,
"camaraderie"

he

found among his

in a less positive tone.

initial experience

also talked

floormates,

As he talked about his

living in the dorms,

Tony became

somewhat agitated and perturbed about how easy it was for
everyone to drink on their floor.
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While he admitted full

responsibility for joining in with the other drinkers,

he

also felt the University "enabled" the drinking to go on.
This is what Tony had to say:
Okay, the environment . . . the first night I was
here, there were posters all over the dorms from
one of the frats that they were having a keg
party . . . unlimited punch and beer.
And that
there would be buses at the mall to pick up
students after the Convocation and take them to
the parties.
So, ya, we were ready to go.
I
mean, no one told us we were doing anything
wrong.
Everyone, pretty much everyone else was
doing the same thing.
I mean, I wasn't doing
anything different than anyone else.
Yup, from
that time on I went to the parties (off-campus)
or I just hung out in the dorm and got trashed,
and there was no one there telling me I'd done
something wrong, but, in the University's eyes,
you're not supposed to do it.
Well, no one said
one damn thing!
And the R.A.s, they're just as
bad.
They just tell us to hide it ... as long
as it's hidden, they can't do anything.
Yup, we
got the picture pretty fast.
Other students seemed to find fault with the liberal
University environment,

and yet,

they,

too,

used the excuse

of being at college as a reason to drink regularly and
heavily.

Alicia,

a 19-year-old freshman,

talked about the

party scene in a cynical tone:
Well, I think this school and Eastside in
particular, is a big drinking and partying area.
I think, as long as you're in your room and
you're not running around screaming and (pot)
smoke is not pouring out from underneath your
door, you can pretty much do what you want and
nobody cares.
It's no big deal.
Ya, I mean, if
people have a class at 1 p.m. on Thursday, you
can go out Wednesday night or stay in and drink
and it's whatever you want, it's cool.
Why do
people drink this much?
I dunno.
Because it's
college and I think it's accepted and I think
it's just expected . . . we're in college . . .
ah, we're away from our parents (pauses).... I
honestly don't know, like I don't.
Like, I guess
I get drunk just to make a boring night a little
more interesting.
Typically, something
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interesting always happens when people are
drinking . . . some silliness comes out.
Plus,
this year we're all trying to get to know each
other better, so it helps us loosen up and since
no one seems to expect us to do anything
different here ... I dunno . . . This is just
part of our lives.
I mean, what else are we
supposed to do in our rooms?
While Tony and Alicia both felt that an absence of
rules and a

"hands-off"

policy by the University seemed to

sanction their right to drink in the dorm,

other students

described how they themselves had adapted to the college
"lifestyle."
spoke at

Carrie,

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

length about how the environmental

influences had

affected her:
Here, you have so much more opportunity to go out
. . . it's like you don't have a parent there to
say, "Don't you have work to do? . . . Don't you
have that? ..."
So, you go out on week nights
"cause there's lots of days that you don't have a
class until 11:15 or you don't have a test or a
quiz.
There's not anything to do and your
friends are like, "Let's just go," and you know
you can go and in high school you didn't have
that option.
In high school I did a lot.
I was
very active in clubs and meetings and stuff, but
up here it's a lot harder to get involved in
activities.
I went to meetings and stuff and I
had boyfriends and we went to the movies, but
here, all anyone wants to do is drink.
And, I
mean, here you have no limitations, no one to say
no.
When asked to elaborate on how her new lifestyle had
changed how she viewed herself,

Carrie became very pensive

and talked about how her college crowd was
from her high school

so different

friends:

When I first got here, I really didn't drink that
much.
But then I broke up with my boyfriend back
home so I would spend more time with my new
friends up here.
I mean, they would make fun of
me "cause I didn't drink as much (as them) . . .

99

it would only take me a beer and I'd be feeling
it, so they'd call me a "wimp" and stuff.
It was
all a joke, but now it takes me a lot more
(drinks).
There'll be some nights and I'll drink
a lot and I won't even feel it.
My roommate,
who's from my hometown, brought it up the other
night.
She said, "You used to not be able to
drink at all and now you drink like all these
other kids."
It's kinda like ... I almost felt
proud that I could do that.
It's kinda stupid.
I wouldn't mind having a lower tolerance again.
I guess it's not much of an accomplishment when
you really think about it.
My friends back home
just don't talk about drinking all the time, so I
have to watch it. . . .1 mean, they still like
me, but they do other stuff.
Later in the interview,

Carrie explained how her

priorities had shifted and how drinking had taken on such
significance.

This

is when Carrie talked about the peer

pressure on her floor.
"snowball"

She described it as a type of

effect:

Well, when people say they're going to drink, I
usually say in my head, "You shouldn't, or you
should just stay in."
But if I don't have
something definite due, like a paper or a quiz,
well, I'm like, I should do some reading . . .
and sometimes I am reading and my friends say,
"We're going to go out," and in my head, I'm
like, they're going to come back anyway and be
loud, you know what I mean, and rather than just
sit here and think about them having fun, I might
as well go do it.
I mean, there's people around
you all the time . . . there's definitely
pressure, a lot of pressure, and seeing it happen
. . . being offered.
There's people drinking
probably like every other night . . . even on
week nights.
They're going, "We're going!
Wanna
come?"
My friends are like, "Come!
Come!"
I
mean, you're not going to be cool if you don't,
but in your own head, you just want to be there.
I mean, when one person says they're going to
drink or go out and then it becomes a significant
number, then you'll say, "I'll go!"
Once it gets
big, you want to be there.
Other students also talked about how the momentum to
join in the drinking impacted their decision-making.
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Leah,

an 18-year-old Eastside freshman,
how she had changed despite a

talked at length about

"plan"

she'd made to limit

her drinking prior to entering the University.

This

is the

way Leah described her loss of resolve:
Well, before I came here, I kinda like made this
plan in my head that I'd set aside the weekends
for my parties, but, during the week, I was going
to be a student and do well.
During the summer I
was "warned" by all my friends who had been at
college and they said, "You'll start on weekends
and then it will carry over to Thursday nights!"
When I first got here, I did really good, but
then . . . well, basically, it was my floor. . .
. They started drinking every weekend and I
couldn't sit in my room and study while they were
drinking, so I'd have to go over and partake
(laughs).
Then about a month into school, I
started drinking on Thursday nights and some
other weekday nights depending on what was going
on.
Like the first month I wanted to see how I
could do on the first hour exams and so when I
did well I thought, "I can drink on Thursday
nights; no big deal."
I mean, I'd be in my room
being the "good" student,
(laughs) and then it
would be, "All right, I'll finish this chapter
and then I'll go over . . . and just hang out,
have a few drinks, and do the next chapter," and
then it would be, "Okay, I'll do the next ten
pages and then, maybe 5 pages. . ." and then it
became, "I'll just drink."
When asked to describe how she had rationalized this
change

in her study habits,

Leah laughed and said:

I don't know . . . they have this amazing power
over me.
(Laughter)
Like I'd just go out (of my
room) to say ^Hi!" and then they'd say, "Have a
drink," and I'd say, "No!" and they'd say, "Just
one!" and they'd be having all this fun and I'd
be like, "Okay, just one . . . I'll take a little
study break."
I mean, if I was on a floor where
drinking wasn't big, I don't think, well, I'm not
that big into drinking but if someone gets me
started and I'm in the mood to drink, then I keep
drinking.
But I think if I were on a different
floor where there was little or no drinking or no
alcohol, I wouldn't drink as much as I do.
I
know that's no excuse, but you don't understand
what it's like to be the only one not (drinking).
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While all of the students
alcohol,

the

listed easy access to

large number of people drinking in the dorms,

and the lax enforcement of the alcohol policy as obvious
reasons why they would expect

someone to drink,

students openly criticized the University for
other way."

"looking the

These students believed the University allowed

the drinking to flourish.
environmental

many

influences,

In the final

section of

these students verbalized this

sentiment with comments such as

"No one seems to care,"

and

"There's nothing holding us back."

Placing Blame on the University
Although most of the students were very honest about
accepting personal responsibility for their drinking,

many

of them felt that the university under study had made it
too easy for them to break the rules by
way"

and

"winking"

"looking the other

when sanctioning student violators.

Student reaction to the University's position on
enforcement ranged from resignation to outright anger.
Meagan,

a 20-year-old Eastside transfer student,

talked

about her adjustment to her new environment and the lax
enforcement of the alcohol policy this way:
If I came here as a freshman, I don't know what I
would have thought.
I was in a safe environment
where I was last year, compared to here.
It's
like it's chaos here and there are regular things
that go on here that are the norm . . . that's
the reality.
It's a funny thing, like people
playing tennis in the hallway with racquets and a
ball and there's supposed to be no hallway
sports.
Those types of things that go on here.
It's like a bunch of people that never had the
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freedom they have now.
They have their own room
and their own key.
They set their own rules and
do everything for themselves.
I had no idea it
would be this crazy.
I guess I was kind naive,
but I guess now I've just become accustomed to
it.
Like, there's not a lot of rules and order.
It's a funny place.
At my old school, my R.A.
could not hang around with you and the school
wasn't large enough to get lost in.
If you had
three R.A.s in your building, you knew them and
they knew you and here it's like the R.A.s are
more chummy and less apt to enforce (policy).
The school I left, there was a way to go about
things.
Here, there are lots of dorms and lots
of different ways to break the rules.
Like we
could never bring in beer past the Security
people at (former school).
Here, it's nothing to
do it.
I mean, at (former school), if you went
out the Emergency door, it would erupt and you'd
get caught immediately, but here no one does
anything.
Although Meagan wondered how Central University could
be so inconsistent with policy enforcement,
point

that

she questioned the

residence halls,
Tim,

of

living in the

other students had stronger reactions.

an 18-year-old Westside

who did not drink,
University's

"safety"

even to the

freshman,

and the only student

was extremely angry about the

lax enforcement.

This

is what Tim had to say:

Honestly?
I think the policy stuff is a bunch of
bull.
It seems to me that the University is
doing nothing about it.
I mean, you have kids
walking around campus with beers in their
backpacks, in their hands, drunk.
It leads to
fights and stuff.
My brother lives across the
street from one of the frats and he's always
seeing fights between drunk guys.
It's
ridiculous.
Like last semester, my neighbor on
the floor set off the smoke alarm because they
were smoking pot in their room and the fire
marshall came and he asked those guys, "Did you
burn something?" and they're like, "No."
And
then the cops came by and asked the same thing,
and they said, "No," again.
And then the cops
came up and asked us who was burning stuff and we
said, "We don't know," and smoke is pouring out
of their doorway and it smells like pot.
So, the
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cops knock on their door and the guys said, "Who
is it?" and the cops say, "Open up!" and the guys
waited and I could hear stuff moving around in
their room and the cop was kicking the door and
finally they opened up and the cops were like,
"Are you guys okay?"
I was right there.
And the
guys were like, "We're okay," and the cops just
left.
And the guys told me later they had half a
pound of pot and mushrooms and stuff.
I mean, I
was sure they'd get arrested and they're still
here in the same room and nothing ever happened.
When asked what happened to those two students and if
they had gotten scared enough to stop smoking pot
dorm,

in the

Tim laughed cynically and'said:
Ya!
They were much more careful next time.
They
put a fan in their window.
It's just like that
with everything around here.
It's like, "Don't
do that again."
But they do and they'll be more
careful about it or more sneaky, but eventually
they'll slip again and then it's, "Don't do that
again!", but nothing really serious happens!
I
mean, if that guy got thrown out of school for
having all that pot, people would be like, "Okay,
we understand, we're going to get into big
trouble."
If the guy got arrested, then they'd
know, they're not kidding, but no, nothing
happens and he is still here, doing everything.
It's ridiculous ... I mean, if you were caught
in my hometown with pot smell coming from your
car, you'd get arrested.
And this guy was
smoking ... it was so obvious and he gets away
with it.
Later in the

potential

interview,

Tim was asked to talk about

solutions to the problems of

other drug use.

He shook his head,

student drinking and

smiled wanly,

and said:

I think that the police force isn't big enough.
It takes too much of their time and it's so
widespread that they're just saying, "Well, just
let them do it and if something really bad
happens, we'll do something about it."
But,
other than that, they're just hanging out making
sure that kids don't really get hurt.
But it
also seems like they're not doing anything about
it other than just hanging out.
I mean, what are
they going to do?
Throw the whole campus out?
They'd have to arrest so many people and send so
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many people home.
Where would they start?
It's
so widespread.
Who should they arrest first?
It's, I mean, we're all paying to be here and
that has a lot to do with the University's part.
Why do they want to throw a bunch of people out
who are paying them to be here?
Maybe they're
allowing the police force to be lenient.
I've
thought about that!
I mean, if they throw people
out, they'd have less and less students but also
the reputation ... I mean, the more people they
throw out the less some people will want to come
here because it's a party school .
.
. "Party
Central" .
.
. people come here to party.
Asked to
talked about

summarize
the

had created at

his

"vicious

thoughts

cycle"

about

that

the

enforcement,

Tim

drinking culture

the University:

To change the image of a party school, you'd have
to throw some people out and then those people
would want their money back and then a lot of
people wouldn't come here anymore and the
University would lose.
I mean, it's like, "Why
bother?"
I don't think a lot of people know why
they do it .
. . drink so much . .
. but it's
just there.
It's there to do and it seems
natural "cause it's there and everyone else is
doing it.
If

Tim was

maintain the

cynical

"status

quo"

20-year-old Westside
policy would
Not

"cost"

about

the University's

for

financial

sophomore,

resources

Kristen,

enforcing

the University in a variety of ways.

had come

there

to

needed to pay adult

R.A.s would be

reasons,

agreed that

only would the University lose

students who

need to

significant.

a

certain percentage of

"party"

but

"enforcers"
This

is what

the

financial

instead of using
Kristen had to

say:
I don't think they care.
It's completely
accepted.
Completely I
Like we were in the
hallway last weekend and we had a big party
"cause a lot of kids on my floor had all their
friends up visiting us and we just had a "killer"
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a

party.
We were walking around the hallway with
beer cans, not even cups, and the music was
blasting . . . and the R.A. would just walk by us
and go in her room and shut the door.
I mean,
there's no stopping us, so why shouldn't we?
They know that the R.A.s can't do anything . ..
and if they got real police or security up on the
floors, it would cost them a bundle.
So they let
us party, hope nothing gets trashed, and if it
does they just fix it the next day.
I mean, it's
a lot cheaper than stopping us from doing it,
right?
The majority of the students had similar
interpretations of the alcohol policy and ways they made
meaning of the University's
practices.

Most of them acknowledged that they had known

about the University's
their matriculation.
the

"rules and enforcement"

"party school"
Hence,

reputation prior to

they were not

surprised to see

frequency/amount of drinking that occurred both on and

off-campus.
high school

Students who hadn't been heavy drinkers

in

tended to be more embarrassed about their new

drinking behaviors while more seasoned drinkers just
brushed it off as
school."

"This

is college and it's a party

Most of the students

felt

the University for having a policy,
inconsistent

in its enforcement.

some disdain towards
but being so

A few students were

extremely angry at the University for its apparent
concern for the

students who were abusing alcohol and for

individuals who wanted quiet,
This

lack of

clean dorms to study in.

sentiment was especially compelling for students like

Tim and Kristen,

who worked outside jobs and were paying

for their schooling themselves.

Tim and Kristen saw all of

the

due to the University's

students as being

"victims,"
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inability to or lack of
policy.

interest

in enforcing alcohol

While these two individuals were able to take

their feelings about campus drinking to a more
analytical

level,

they were not alone.

of this chapter covers

The

serious,

final

section

student meaning-making and

interpretation of the residence hall drinking culture
an emotional

from

and developmental perspective.

Student Insights into Residence Hall Drinking:
Age, Stage, and Needs
While most of the students were able to critique dorm
culture and ascribe elements of blame to lax enforcement
and their complicity in illegal drinking,
of

students

felt that they drank due to their developmental

stage and/or emotional needs.
feelings

an equal number

such as remorse,

Students readily admitted to

regret,

and depression,

noting

that drinking had affected their academic standing and
general well-being.

Others

wasting their parents'
four nights a week.

felt sincere guilt about

money while they

"partied"

Still others described the

level of many students by making statements
aren't

ready for college,"

easy to be

lazy here,"

and

immaturity

like:

"People

"It's hard not to party,"
"College

Remorse was a common theme.
acknowledged regret

three to

isn't

"It's

for everyone."

Students usually

for not studying and for allowing

drinking to sabotage their former academic records.
a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

talked about how he had

been a top-notch student and athlete
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Tony,

in high school and how

he had then found his

"niche"

at college by becoming a

and interpersonal

"good"

"success"

drinker:

Well, when I was in high school, I was on the
honor roll all the time and I was also a big
"jock."
You know, I played three sports and
started for all of them.
So I thought I was "hot
stuff" and that kept me busy, but then I came up
here and I didn't make the football team.
I
really wanted to play.
I guess I felt bad about
that so everyone else was drinking and I said,
"Why not?"
And I met these people and this is
what we did.
I guess drinking became my sport
and I was good at it (laughs) and I guess I was
too good at it.
I mean, I really bombed my
freshman year.
I'm just now pulling my GPA up
again, but it's been really hard.
Other students expressed similar sentiments to Tony's.
Most related these
pressure

from their friends.

freshman,
but that
This

feelings to falling prey to peer

stated that

Sean,

a 19-year-old Eastside

college was a time to

"experiment"

students also needed to learn self-discipline.

is the way Sean explained it:
I guess in college people tend to do a lot of
things they thought they wouldn't do because
they're experimenting and trying to see what life
has to offer.
Since they're in college, people
stereotype college as the place to do whatever
you want to do or try or whatever. ... I think
the environment around you does affect you and
what you do.
When you're living at home with
your parents . .. I mean, here you don't have
people telling you what to do.
People here
aren't worried about tests . . . they're more
worried about having fun.
I mean people's grades
have dropped.
I know mine have dropped.
That's
not necessarily because of my drinking. . . .
It's "cause of my lack of studying.
Some people
fall and get hurt . . . some people go out and do
sexual things and get hurt . . . some people
don't study like they should . . . it's all just
part of what we do . . .
When asked to elaborate about how he had made sense of

his own

"experimenting,"

Sean responded this way:
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I guess I thought the drinking would go on, but
on the weekends.
It surprised me that people
were drinking during the week and going to
classes, but I guess it wasn't too surprising and
it's something you get used to.
Just like
everything around you.
When you're younger,
things tend to shock you more . . . But then
people do lots of weird things and then it tends
not to shock you so much.
I mean, I think a lot
of people think it's okay now to drink like this
but when they graduate and they're off in the
real world, they're not going to drink and then
go to work. . . . They'll control it to the
weekends.
Right now, they just see it as fun and
they don't look at school as a job.
People are
trying to figure out what their basic beliefs are
about this stuff. ... I mean, I'm figuring all
this out slowly.
I mean, it's hard because you
want to do it 'cause it's fun.
While Sean was able to name a lack of

self-discipline

and the need to try new behaviors as part of his
developmental process,
"laziness"

and

other students used words like

"boredom"

to describe why they drank.

a 19-year-old Westside freshman,
"lazy"

Adam,

talked about his own

attitude this way:

I think my parents know that I'm drinking 'cause
they went to college, but they have no idea I
drink this much.
I mean, it doesn't make it okay
'cause it's illegal, but I'm in college and you
can get away with it.
It's almost too easy and
I'm very lazy. ... I mean, I know that.
You're
supposed to be adults but I guess we're not.
I
don't know really where I'm going with this.
I
might drink too much but I don't do anything
really crazy when I drink, like hang off the
balcony.
The problem is that I don't do much of
anything.
I'm just like everyone else . . .
there's not much else to do here.
Although some students
others talked about
counteract those

feeling

labeled it
"bored"

"laziness,"

many

and wanting to

feelings by getting drunk or by having a
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few drinks.

Carrie,

a 20-year-old Eastside sophomore,

described the dynamic

like this:

Well, there's so many kids here and if someone's
going to be lazy all they really need is one
other person to go, "Hey, I'm bored," and so they
can go hang out and drink.
And around here,
Wednesday night is pre-weekend and it's the thing
to do.
Later in her interview,
feelings to a

"deeper"

Carrie was able to take her

level as

she described what

like to be a freshman transitioning into the

it

felt

"big,

impersonal University:"
Freshman year is like that shaky point.
I mean,
it's confusing.
People don't feel much like a
"belonging" here.
Ya, I didn't know what I was
and I was kind feeling bad for myself.
I guess
it was "What the heck, I used to be so great in
high school."
I thought I was someone good
(depressed) and then I was just nothing and I
just couldn't accept the fact that what you did
then was what you did and like no one ... no
teacher here was going to look at me and go, "I
know you."
In high school, if I messed up on a
test, the teacher would know that I had the
intelligence to realize that . . . if he told me.
That wasn't happening anymore and no one had any
faith in me and I was being mad that no one had
any faith in me.
That took about a year and it
had to do with the fact that I was also missing
people and I mean I was hearing stories about
this huge world we live in.
Back home, I lived
this sheltered existence where we went to church
and the worst thing we did was to occasionally
sneak beer into people's windows when their
parents were out.
Then I came here to Central
and there was a riot in Eastside.
As her words

spilled out

in a steady stream,

Carrie

attempted to explain how drinking had softened her
transition into this new environment:
When you have nothing to do and it's something to
do and when young freshmen realize they have
nothing to do and then they realize that drinking
can become "something" to do . . . then that's
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scary because they turn that "something" into a
necessity.
You know what I mean?
They can go
from like nothing to something.
And it's just
people are aware of the reason I'm drinking is
because I'm bored but not because I really want
to.
Ya, and they don't really know what college
is supposed to be like and they're like, "The
rumor has it that people at Central drink like
this, so .
.
."
While
"master"

students

the

like

Carrie

environment

by

drinking and

studying,

successful.

The majority of

rattle
of

off

the

excessive

names

Eastside

it

enforcement
and his

and

as

the participants were

These

able

"casualties"

friends

to return

thereby allowing them another
drinking.

talked about

Meagan,
how the

freedom to drink had

a

20-year-old

lack of

rule

impacted her boyfriend

friends:

There really aren't a lot of rules here and that
hurts some people.
I mean, I guess the only rule
is, "Get your work done," that's it.
Any way you
can and stay in school.
But no one really cares
if you don't.
My old boyfriend was on academic
probation for like two semesters and then he
finally got the boot.
I mean he was drinking a
lot ... he was living with these three guys and
all three of them partied a lot and smoked (pot)
and ate macaroni and cheese . . . they didn't
even go to meals.
They all three got placed on
academic probation.
This was last year.
So they
all wrote letters and got back in and they had
one semester as sophomores.
My boyfriend is now
gone again.
The other one is dropping out of
school 'cause he needs to figure out life.
The
life he's leading is getting "way too out there"
and the other one is just hanging in there by the
"skin of

his

to

students blamed the

had allowed their

continue

sophomore,

students were not

of people who had become

on academic probation,
opportunity to

finding a balance between

other

drinking.

University because

had somehow managed to

teeth."

Ill

When asked to
really cares
boyfriend's

if

elaborate

you don't,"

demise

on her

statement,

Meagan told the

"No one

story of

her

this way:

Well, he had to meet with the Dean of the school to get back in.
I know 'cause I drove
with him the day he did it.
So, get this, he has
this meeting and the Dean reads him the riot act
but never even asks him why he didn't pass . . .
I mean this is a kid who had a 670 on his math
SAT and he's flunking calculus.
He never went to
class 'cause he was always drinking and getting
high, but he didn't even have to explain why (he
was flunking).
I thought they'd order him to
counseling or something.
It's such a large place
that you can get the feeling that you're a
nothing and that no one cares.
You don't do
anything around here without giving your Social
Security number.
That's what you are .
. .
change one number and you're a different person.
They really don't know anything about you.
Kristen,

the

20-year-old Westside

completely responsible
had criticisms
"chose

for paying all

their way out

the University should do more

their
This

she

also

responsibility
is

her

college

for both the University and the

to drink

enforcement,

sophomore,

felt
for

the way she made

of

it."

in terms

that

While

students

of

the

costs,

students who

Kristen

felt

of policy
needed to own

studying and staying
sense

who was

in school.

situation:

Does the University take drinking seriously?
No!
I think they know about it but no one really says
anything about it.
I mean, the students are
happy with it the way it is .
.
. that's why it's
called "Party Central," right?
I mean, maybe
we' re all supposed to be adults and be good or
all we're here for is school what with parents
paying for it.
I think a lot of their money is
being wasted and I think it's very disrespectful
of a kid whose parents are paying for them to
come here to just bail out on them.
Seriously,
the best thing is to give them a taste of the
real world .
. . make them move out and get a
job.
The worst are the people on academic
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probation.
I mean, they don't care about
anything.
They don't even have to get up in the
morning to go to class.
They knew they were
coming back and they basically gave up, but they
stayed and a few of them I know their parents
made them come back.
It's such a waste.
They
drink and the University still gets their money.
I mean, the parents don't want to think that
their money is being wasted, but it is.
And I
have to put up with all the puke in the bathrooms
and getting woken up at all hours, so I pay too!
Although Kristen was
group's

immaturity,

more moderate
to

focus

on

other

tone.

the

highly critical
students were

Typically,

developmental

these

needs

of

able

talked at

"social"

conform to

the

This

is

how he

himself,

had outgrown

strike

drinker

to

and the way that

it:

do here.

I mean, that's the thing ... no one is going to
tell you to go to class or if you drank too much
or don't do that next time or you're grounded.
For many people, your parents are over two hours
away and, by the time they find out, it's too
late.
You've blown your grades.
You're going to
be surrounded by alcohol the rest of your life
but does your Dad ever "teach" you how to drink
like, "Here, son, this is alcohol?"
So you come
here and learn from other kids who drink too much
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able
a

the

image.

It's a point in your life between 18-20, when
you're considered an adult for all intensive
purposes but, up to the age of 18, you've been
living at home and you're naive.
You haven't
been living in the "real world."
I mean, you're
very susceptible.
I've heard people say that the
most naive person is a freshman girl 'cause
girls usually have more rules and then they come
here and they have so much freedom.
People are
expecting them and us, too, I mean, guys are just
as bad, and we're still a kid and we're going to
make mistakes.
And you don't know everything and
you think you do and there's no one telling you
what

a

Pat,

length about

college

described this pressure

to

their peers.

sophomore,

to

her peer

individuals were

20-year-old Eastside
pressure

of

he,

and no one's stopping you.
you expect?

...

I mean,

what do

Asked to describe how he had grown out of heavy
drinking,

Pat explained that much of his changing was a

result of becoming bored with the whole scene and also
finding a girlfriend:
I've more or less outgrown it.
I mean, I did it
a lot freshman year.
I don't see the point of it
as much 'cause I'm tired of sweaty parties and
getting trashed.
I also have a girlfriend now
and she doesn't like it when I'm drunk.
I mean,
part of the reason I drank was so I could talk to
girls and meet 'em and stuff, so if it's "boys'
night out," I'm no longer off looking for girls.
But most of these guys, they think it makes them
look cool.
You've heard about "beer muscles" and
"liquid courage."
Well, most of the time it just
backfires 'cause they look like jerks!
While Pat's
fellow students
"social

insights

seemed to center around alcohol use as a

lubricant"

the opposite
to go deeper.
illustrate

into the maturity level of his

sex,

and a way to bolster one's courage with
there were other explanations that seemed

The

following,

final two excerpts,

in a very poignant way just how hard this

developmental

stage

is

for many students and why they

frequently seek resolution to the emotional challenges they
face by drinking frequently and heavily.
year-old Eastside
not

freshman,

Alicia,

a 19-

focused on students who were

ready for college due to their immaturity.

This is the

way Alicia described them:
I think a lot of people are basically too young
to be here, and what else can they do, ya know?
I mean, I have no answers for this.
I sit here
and say, "I wasn't ready for college," but if I
didn't go, I probably wouldn't have gotten my
butt off the couch to go back to school.
I mean,
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I couldn't have cared less about going to
college.
I mean, my father did all my
applications ... I didn't care . . . whatever!
(laughs)
I'll give you an example:
my
boyfriend, ex-, that is, didn't apply to any
schools and he's paying for it now because he
didn't have any clue what he wanted to do so now
he's working and he can't really get in anywhere
because his grades weren't that good . . . so I
don't know what the answer is.
Should someone go
the first year and then settle down?
Or should
they work and less likely go to college?
I think
you'd have a lot less partying if that was true.
It's a hard thing to go through to not know why
you're here ... I mean, because you're having
fun, too.
If you don't go to class and you have
that nice little room.
I mean, it's fun but it's
not fulfilling.
Asked to describe the role that drinking played in her
life,

Alicia had this to say:
Well, for me, it's 50-50 basically.
Some weeks,
it's different and the ratio changes, but I
usually make sure I get my partying in.
I can
drink every night here, so I see what's happening
as far as the next day . . . do I have an exam?
Then I won't drink.
I mean, I think everybody
goes to college these days and the people who
don't go are the weird ones.
Whether college is
for everyone or whether you want to go or not . .
. most people still go and I think that is
reflected a lot in what goes on in college today.
People don't care about the first two years of
college before you pick your major . . . they
could care less about academics.
I mean, you
fulfill your Gen Eds . . . you take some easy
classes that you can get through without much
work and you party!
As Alicia talked,

she became more subdued.

what was behind this change in affect,

When asked

she hesitated and

then replied:
It's not right.
But I mean kids have a different
way of growing up now in a lot of ways.
We're
expected to be adults and responsible . . . all
our families are marginally successful.
I mean,
we're in the middle.
My Dad makes a good living,
but I mean I'm still not rich but in my hometown
everyone's successful.
They own their own
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businesses and everyone's parents went to
college.
What would you do if you were their
child?
You're disappointing someone if you don't
go to college or if you don't have a plan for
your future and I know tons of people that have
no clue.
They're either immature or they're not
old enough . . . they're scared to death so they
clown off because they're trying to show someone
that they're not ready for this, and people think
they're just doing it to be difficult.
Sometimes
they just have no clue and they're doing this to
escape ... so they won't have to think about
it.
Alicia finished by going

"right to the heart of the

matter."

After talking about her friends and

"kids

in

general,"

her voice became softer and she talked about

herself:
Umm . . . growing up is really scary.
I mean,
especially if you have older brothers and sisters
who were excellent students.
I mean, sometimes I
don't think parents are just being horrible . . .
they love you and they just think, "Well, now
they're going to grow up because they're
graduating."
It doesn't happen that way!
Some
people learn at different levels.
It's
unfortunate.
I think that's why there's so much
partying.
It's the one thing we know how to be
good at.
While Alicia's comments highlighted the complex
developmental challenges that a majority of first-year
students

face and the way they seek resolution/relief by

drinking and partying,
freshman,

Leah,

an 18-year-old Westside

used a metaphorical reference that

age-stage-environment

summed up the

interaction in an inimitable way.

This section will end with Leah's comments and a summary of
insights on student meaning-making.
When asked to talk about the college environment and
why she thought

students drank as much as they do,
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Leah

thoughtfully observed that there seemed to be a "narrowing"
of recreational options
reasons.

First,

for her peers

she talked about the

for a variety of
lack of alcohol-free

clubs and dances available to students and then she
admitted that

students generally didn't extend themselves

by seeking out alternatives to drinking.

This

is the way

Leah explained the dilemma:
When I'm at home, there's so much more to do.
There are people who don't drink and you can jump
on the bus and go into (major city) and just walk
around.
You don't have to do anything but walk
around.
There's lots of interesting people and
movies and coffee places . . . stuff like that.
There's no set place where you can drink every
night, really, 'cause you'd get into trouble and
someone would notice.
But, here you're allowed
to drink every time . . . like in my dorm room!
I'm in this perfect environment . . . with no
adult presence . . . with no grandmas and
grandpas ... no older people . . . just a bunch
of kids . . . it's like "Funworld" in Pinocchio1
Asked to elaborate on her

"Funworld"

analogy,

Leah

grew pensive and replied:
Well, this is just normal to us.
This is where
we go to school.
None of us are going to say
that this is really screwed up, but some of us
know that it is.
But it's true that we don't
realize it or talk about it because that's all
we've experienced . . . that pressure, that's
what we live with . . . the "standard."
Okay,
it's there.
There's no one stopping us from
doing it so why wouldn't we?
I guess that's what
Pinocchio and those "bad boys" on that island
felt, you know, that freedom to do whatever they
wanted.
It's like a fun world.
At home, there's
no set place where you're allowed to drink every
time, like in my dorm room.
Yup, this is just
normal . . .
this is what we do.
Leah's description of campus residence halls as
"Funworld"
lends

in Pinocchio was very telling and one which

insight

into both the campus environment and the
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developmental
sophomores.

stage of most college

freshmen and

Caught between adolescence and adulthood,

inhabit a strange world,

one

they

in which they feel the tug of

childhood pleasure-seeking while simultaneously feeling
pressure to grow up and become adults.
campus residence halls,
there are
students

a

"Funworld"

Forced to live in

environment where

few rules and behavioral proscriptions,
follow the

"path of

regular binge drinking,

least resistance,"

many

engage in

and thus quickly narrow their

repertoire of recreational activities.
In addition to serving as a
outlet,

"ready-made"

social

the drinking also provides students with a

mechanism to escape the demands they feel to grow and
mature,

i.e.,

their myriad social pressures and identity

issues,

the very feelings that Alicia described so

poignantly.

Unfortunately,

"resolution"

is short-lived.

for most

students,

In the end,

this

the drinking

appears to diminish their sense of self-mastery and instead
exacerbates their feelings of

immaturity,

failure,

and

lowered self-worth.

Summary
The purpose of this study was to explore whether
alcohol policy was enforced in the residence halls at a
large state university,

if the enforcement protocol created

a certain environmental

"press"

and the meaning-making that

that encouraged drinking,

students had of the residence
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hall drinking

"scene."

The data were gathered through in-

depth interviews with 16
and sophomores,

students,

freshmen

who lived in two different residential

areas on the University's campus.
qualitative

traditional age

study,

Because this was a

whose purpose was to discover students'

perceptions and insights about drinking in the residence
halls,

the data were analyzed with an emphasis on emerging

themes.
The findings of this

study strongly support the idea

that underage drinking is a common occurrence

in this

University's residence halls and that a lack of policy
education and enforcement

create an environment where

students

to drink.

that

feel

"pressured"

The data also suggest

students are very aware of the University's

failure to

educate/enforce the policy and are able to see this
situation as a
enjoy the

"double-edged sword."

While they appear to

freedom they are given to drink at will,

also aware that

they are

they do it at the expense of their academic

success and personal development.
In the

final chapter,

the

implications and sig¬

nificance of these findings will be explored.
for further study and recommendations

for dealing with

residence hall drinking will also be addressed.
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Suggestions

CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

This chapter reviews the major findings of this
research.

The

intent of this study,

and descriptive,

was to gain insight

policy education and enforcement
drinking practices
university.

which was exploratory
into how alcohol

influenced student

in the residence halls at a large state

In addition,

the research was designed to

produce a rich account of how students made sense of both
policy education/enforcement,

and the drinking that

occurred in their dormitories.
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the
conclusions that

flow from the study findings;

the conclusions to the

literature on peer-interaction and

person-environment theory;
professional practice;

to compare

to consider the implications for

and to make recommendations

for

further research.

Discussion
Student alcohol abuse and campus drinking are complex
social problems that have their origins
relationships and environmental

in both peer group

influences.

This study has

investigated how the campus residence hall environment,
particular,

alcohol policy education and enforcement,

influences student drinking practices.
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in

Peers have been identified as one of the most
important

factors

in the use of

substances by adolescents.

legal and illegal

Students

spend a great deal of

time segregated in college residence halls with their peer
group,

which also includes their same-age R.A.s.

College

campuses also appear to have distinct cultures or
reputations that either encourage or inhibit
drinking.

For purposes of

reflection,

further evaluation and

this section will discuss the findings

three areas of research focus:
residence halls;
(3)

student

(2)

(1)

in the

drinking in the

policy education and enforcement;

and

student meaning-making.

Drinking in the Residence Halls
The stories told by the study participants made it
clear that underage drinking was a common occurrence in
Central University's residence halls.
provided by the student

The

insights

informants included the regularity

of student drinking:

week nights

"weekends,"

Thursday through Saturday nights,

most.

that

is,

for many students,

but
for

Equally disturbing was the easy access/availability

of alcohol due to illegal procurement via fake
year-old students buying for their underage
This data supported Bonnie's

(1980)

I.D.s or 21-

floor mates.

findings that housing

21-year-olds with 18-20-year olds results in the
effect,"

older students both buying alcohol
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"spillover

for younger

residents and socializing them into regular drinking
habits.
Comments

such as

Tuesday night,"

and

"It's not

shocking to get drunk on a

"Everyone drinks on the weekends unless

they're

ill,"

are compelling evidence of

control

student drinking has become at Central University

and on many other college campuses.

just how out-of-

The sheer number of

students who regularly drank in campus housing appeared to
create a behavioral

"set"

were unable to withstand.

or

"press"

that most

In order to fit

students

in and gain

social stature in their residence hall communities,
freshmen were quickly drawn into the types of peer drinking
cliques that Oetting and Beauvais
Brooklyn

(1988)

sea of alcohol,"
didn't

describe

in the

so to speak,

(1987)

and Duran and

literature.

"Awash in a

it was the rare student who

feel pressured to gain membership in the social

groups that rapidly formed on their floors.
supported the
(1991)

The study also

findings of Duran and Brooklyn and Rivinus

that drinking serves as an

new peer group,
then becomes the

"initiation rite"

in this case a dorm floor gathering,
"ritual"

into a
and

around which the group's

activities stabilize.
Especially telling is what might be called the
"snowball"

effect of

critical mass of
was almost

student drinking,

i.e.,

once a

students on the floor decided to drink,

impossible to escape the

"avalanche"

to join in the evening's drinking events.
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it

of pressure

Drinking was so

commonplace,

in fact,

that students actually hosted "pay

for a cup" keg parties and set up illegal bars in their
rooms.
study,

Students like Tim,

the only non-drinker in the

were thus left to fend for themselves socially.

Risking rejection from his floor mates but also becoming
increasingly cynical about the prevalence of student
drinking and the absence of any constraints,
"It's ridiculous

...

Tim declared,

I could probably get a horse up to

my room without anyone noticing."
The results of this particular study shed strong light
on how a high-use setting such as a college residence hall
quickly socializes students who were non-users or light
drinkers in high school into a "culture" of regular,
drinking.

The data revealed that freshmen were

ropes" by sophomores and other upperclassmen,

heavy

"shown the

and then,

with their own drinking status confidently established on
the floor,

these new drinkers went to work on "hold-outs"

such as Leah and Tim.

Leah expressed it well when she

related how a senior on her floor,

"had showed us the way, "

by throwing a big birthday bash on the floor when she
turned 21.

"She loves us

Leah went on to say,

.

..

yup,

we're her children,"

perhaps underscoring a need that was

not being met in other ways in her new "home."
Other students highlighted the "normalcy" of the
comfortable drinking culture.

Drinking to relieve the

stress of the day or to reward oneself for finishing
homework seemed to be a common thread in many of the
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student's stories.
impetus and the

"Regular" drinkers provided both the

"means" to drink with comments such as,

"We're done with our work
buy tonight

.

.

.

.

.

.

let's celebrate," and "I'll

you can get it another time."

Finding a

drinking buddy wasn't a particularly selective or
challenging process as revealed in Meagan's observation,
"If you want to drink any night of the week,
someone to drink with
friend,

.

.

.

you can find

maybe it won't be your best

but you can scrounge someone to drink with you."

One has to question how a typical first-year student,
disrupted from family and a familiar high school setting,
could withstand the overwhelming pressure to conform to the
drinking standards of his new-found "community" at Central
University.

Justin's observations about himself and his

three friends,

who "weren't big drinkers in high school,"

but were,

"right there with me

now,

.

.

.

facing the same

new things that I was and everyone was getting intoxicated
.

.

." was strong evidence that it was virtually impossible

to escape the
Rivinus

"press" of the residence halls.

(1991),

Timothy

a professor of Psychiatry and Human

Behavior at Brown University,

has captured the essence of a

high-risk residence hall setting by writing:
The miracle of adolescence and the first years of
adult life is that anyone survives this period at
all, considering the unplanned, unsupervised, and
high-risk rites of passage available to American
youth in the late 2 0th Century.
It is a time
when young men and women are exposed to
extraordinary risks.
For both sexes, the onset
of drug and alcohol abuse/addiction is higher
than at any other time in our history.
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This data also supports the
(1990),

Zucker and Noll

(1977),

who found that

(1983),

literature of Brower
and Jessor and Jessor

first-year students attempt to

resolve their emotional turmoil and find a new friendship
"niche"

by drinking with a new peer group.

section,

policy education and enforcement,

attention to the
this

issue of

"supervision"

In the next
we turn our

and examine how

factor impacted student drinking practices

in Central

University's residence halls.

Alcohol

Policy Education and Enforcement

If regular drinking and easy access to alcohol were
commonplace

in the dorms at Central University,

education and enforcement were equally rare.

then policy

The

findings

of this study strongly suggest that a lack of alcohol
policy education and enforcement created a culture

in the

residence halls which was very conducive to student
drinking.

Study participants uniformly denied seeing

alcohol policy signs

in their buildings and most of them

stated that their Resident Assistants

(R.A.s),

student

staff who were charged to inform them about University
standards and behavioral proscriptions,

totally glossed

over expectations about underage drinking.

In most cases,

the student participants recited verbatim the
see

it,

hear it,

or smell

it"

"policy"

from their R.A.s.
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"If we don't

that they'd heard

The entire enforcement protocol,
particular,

in

staff can best be described

"bailing water with a spoon,"

"adult"

role

were called into question by this research.

The effort exerted by the R.A.
as

and the R.A.

and the absence of any

presence to aid/support the R.A.s

responsibility was equally perplexing.

in this

While the

university under study has a comprehensive alcohol policy
on the books,
at this

it

is clear that the judicial administrators

institution have not paid much attention to the

manner in which policy is enforced.

Study participants

repeatedly talked about the ways their R.A.s avoided
enforcing policy including looking the other way when they
saw students with alcohol and by telling other students to
"get

in their rooms and keep their door shut"

caught

if they were

in the hallway with beer.

Especially compelling were the participants'
characterizations of how students
to

"keep them in line"

policy.

Comments

intimidated their R.A.s

so that they wouldn't enforce

like,

"She stays

minds her own business,"

and

in her room a lot and

"The R.A.s know better

They don't want to piss people off,"
subtle threat of
chilling.

.

.

.

contained a not-so-

intimidation that was uncomfortably

While Rubington

(1990)

had written about the way

in which R.A.s train their residents to avoid being caught
with alcohol,

this particular study revealed the existence

of a clear role reversal,

i.e.,
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students became the

"enforcers"

who then prevented the R.A.s

from doing their

jobs.
This

study raised serious concerns about the efficacy

of using peers,

the same-age R.A.s,

to shoulder the burden

of enforcement at the

institution under study.

expectation that most

students had that

"right"

it was their

to drink in their residence halls,

adult presence
whether 19R.A.s are,

in these buildings,

and the minimal

one must question

to 21-year-old peers are able to do this job.
after all,

and environment

as much a part of the college culture

(and are subject to the

are their residents.
Bloomfield

Given the

(1990)

as

This study supports the findings of

that R.A.s have,

developmental needs to fit
students they

same behaviors)

"supervise."

in fact,

the same

in and socialize as do the
In some cases at Central

University,

this even meant drinking with their residents.

At minimum,

R.A.s need better training,

supervision,

support to play a role in enforcing policy,
does not

yet that

solve their dilemma of having to live,

and
still

study,

and

socialize with students they are expected to supervise and
discipline.
If the

"student"

enforcers were struggling with their

enforcement responsibilities,
staff at

then the adult residence hall

Central University were not doing much better.

Study participants related many stories about
had received

"slaps on the wrist"

that appeared to send the message,
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and repeated

friends who
"warnings"

"Be smarter next time!"

Even the most

serious

infractions,

such as the alcohol

poisoning incident that Erin described,
addressed by senior staff,

were not always

much to the surprise and dismay

of the students.
Erin's comment about her Resident Director,
tell me not to drink once,"
'Don't do it'"

and

"He didn't

"No one has ever said,

are powerful examples of how some of the

senior residence hall

staff at Central University sent

mixed messages to students.

Even more revealing was

Alicia's account of how she and her roommate had been
encouraged to lie about the pot
occurred in her room.

smoking incident

that

Her cynicism and confusion about

what was expected of her in her judicial conference
underscored the anarchy that appeared to exist
residence halls.

In many of the students'

were elements of the message,
do,"
final

in some

voices,

there

"No one seems to care what we

which was portrayed rather poignantly in Alicia's
comment:
I mean it's the same thing with my roommate.
We've both always thought about the honesty thing
but now we know that it's totally different . . .
Okay, so now I get it.
Why should I tell him
(the truth) ... I mean we tell him what he
wants to hear and then he gives us a little
warning.
The stories about the failure of

senior staff to

enforce policy were perplexing from a disciplinary
standpoint.
that the

From these limited accounts,

"Be smart

.

.

.

don't

it would appear

let us see you"

"policy"

was

an informal mandate which was obvious to students and R.A.s
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alike.

Unfortunately,

this protocol resulted in a

disservice to everyone.
imposing light

By excusing student violators,

sanctions,

the deterrent aspect of

or

Residence Directors eliminated

sanctions,

both by providing an

example to other students that

this behavior would not be

tolerated,

inclination of the offenders

and by limiting the

to repeat the offense.
that

At the same time,

R.A.s

students probably wouldn't be disciplined,

learned
so why risk

alienation and harassment by documenting them?
Paul Keegan
exists

(1991)

captured the sense of anarchy that

in many campus residence halls

wrote about college

in a cover story he

life and high-rise dormitories:

Amid all the talk today about date rape,
alcoholism, campus crime, racial incidents, and
homophobia, few people in higher education are
willing to consider that many of these social
ills spring from the bizarre cities of teenagers
scattered across the American landscape.
These
massive complexes not only mock the basic concept
of an academic environment and stunt the
intellectual and psychological development of
their residents, they also place students in
physical danger to themselves and one another.
(p. 16)
What

staff at all

levels at Central University failed

to understand is that enforcement carries with it both a
deterrent
policy

factor and a clear affirmation of

(Wechsler,

shielding students

1996;
from

DeJong,

1997).

Along with

"teachable moments"

and reckless use of alcohol,

institutional

about

illegal

one must question if students

also received subtle messages about the acceptability of
rule-breaking and the other

"social

alludes to in his article.
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ills"

that Keegan

In the

final section,

participants

on student meaning-making,

surfaced these very questions.

Comments about

their own risk-taking behaviors and the apparent
caring by the

"University"

this point

lack of

seemed to give credence to

Keegan's description of college campuses as
of teenagers

study

"bizarre cities

scattered across the American landscape."

in the interview,

At

many of the participants were

able to reflect upon the residence hall drinking/policy
enforcement dilemma at a deeper level.

Student Meaning-Making
While the results of this research were very telling
in the areas of student drinking and policy enforcement
practices,

some of the more

interesting data came

questions that addressed student meaning-making.
research standpoint,

it was

from the
From a

important to learn what

students thought about the drinking culture in the dorms
because this had not been addressed in prior studies.

It

was especially pertinent because a common perception is
that college students want to drink in their residence
halls,

this despite the 1996

Meilman,

& Lyerla,

students at

1996)

Core Survey

that

(two-

Presley,

showed that 29.5 percent of

four-year institutions,

students overall

(Cashin,

and 31.7 percent of

and four-year colleges combined)

preferred a substance-free

living environment.

The

study participants were honest and straight¬

forward:

They spoke their minds and seemed genuinely
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interested in discussing the
halls.

"hidden"

life of the residence

While there was only one non-drinker in this

particular sample,

there were definite indications

from

other students that they were merely

"going with the flow,"

what might again be construed as the

"press"

of Central

University's residence hall culture.
Most of the students admitted that they took their
"cues"

to drink from the environment:

Central,'"

"This

care

why shouldn’t we?"

.

.

.

is what we do here,"

of these comments

colleges with high binge rates,

"No one seems to

for most

that

(1994)
is,

students are binge drinkers,

likely to attract

"Party

All

suggested that the press of the residence

findings agree with Wechsler's

percent of

and

is

were common responses.

hall culture was extremely powerful
These

"This

individuals.
research that

where more than 50
are nearly twice as

students who were bingers

in high school,

compared with colleges where binge drinking is below 35
percent.

Further,

University,

at high binge schools

such as Central

nearly half of students who did not binge in

high school take up binge drinking as college students
(Wechsler,

1994).

Not only did the University's reputation as a
school"

drive student behavior,

policy enforcement
staff.
bought

it also seemed to make

less of a priority by R.A.s and senior

It appeared that everyone,
into the

"party

image of

rank and file,

"Party Central,"

and so it was

easy for students to rationalize why staff had
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had

"given up"

on their enforcement responsibilities.

The majority of the

participants saw their R.A.s as mere figureheads,
some cases,
individuals.

and,

in

students felt real compassion for these
Trying to be "good residents,"

they made

every effort to keep their drinking behind doors and out of
their R.A.'s view.
Other students,

like Tim and Kristen,

were extremely

critical of the University and the staff because they had
to put up with second-hand effects of the drinking,
noise and disrupted sleep and studying.
openly blamed the University,

such as

These individuals

suggesting that the

institution knew it would experience financial losses if it
tried to change its

"partying" reputation.

students seemed incredibly fair,
on anyone's shoulders,

Overall,

the

not quick to place blame

especially their R.A.s,

who many saw

as friends.
While the manner in which the environment influenced
student drinking was instructive,

there were other subjects

that were equally pertinent to this research:
students'

emotional and developmental needs,

finding new friends,

such as

developing their identities,

wrestling with career goals,
drink?

How did the

and

mesh with the pressure to

Many of the students were able to take the

discussion to this level of reflection.
critiquing the University,

Along with

some of the participants were

unusually perceptive at examining their developmental
stage/needs and how these needs had interfaced with their
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drinking.

Their stories

lent a more personal,

tone to their situations,

softening the arguments both for

and against their behaviors.
section will address this
Many of the
"lazy,"

poignant

The

final pages of this

subject.

study participants used words such as

"immature,"

and

"bored"

to describe why they drank.

Adam's comment was not unusual:
I mean it doesn't make it okay, "cause it's
illegal, but I'm in college and you can get away
with it.
It's almost too easy and I'm a very
lazy person.
You're supposed to be adults, but I
guess we're not.
Tony,

like Adam,

drinking because he,
something to do.
teams

.

.

.

"When I

and I guess

too,

was

into

lazy and it gave him

Having been a varsity player on three

in high school,

remorse,

also admitted that he fell

Tony's observation was edged in

came to college,

drinking became my sport

I was too good at

Other students talked about the

it."
"big,

impersonal"

university and how drinking made transitioning into their
new

"homes"

poignant,

less painful.

Carrie's comment was especially

even elevating drinking to an aspect of one's

being:
When you have nothing to do, it's something to
do.
Young freshmen realize they have nothing to
do and then they realize that drinking can become
"something" to do then that's scary because they
turn that something into a necessity.
You know
what I mean? They can go from nothing to
something.
Carrie was not the only student who seemed to be
"filling a void"

with her drinking.
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Throughout the

students'

stories,

there were threads of what might best be

called dysthmia or low-level depression.

Many of the

students talked about the absence of parents and other
adult

figures

in the same breath with saying that

seems to care."

Meagan put

"no one

it this way:

There really aren't a lot of rules around here
and that hurts some people.
I mean, I guess the
only rule is "Get your work done," and that's it
. . . any way you can, and stay in school.
But
no one really cares if you don't.
Later in her interview,

Meagan described how her

boyfriend's drinking hadn't even been touched upon in his
interview with his Dean,
school.

The theme of

even though he was

"no one caring"

flunking out of

was once again

targeted:
He never went to class because he was drinking
and getting high, but he didn't even have to
explain why (he was flunking).
I thought they'd
order him to counseling or something.
It's such
a large place that you get the feeling that no
one cares . . .
Kristen also lamented about the lack of concern that
she experienced:

"Does the University take the drinking

seriously?

I

No!

think they know about

really says anything about

it,

but no one

it."

While admitting that many students were struggling
with their new-found freedom and the mixed blessing of
being away from their parents,
that

Pat had an interesting spin

seemed to place an element of culpability on

everyone's

shoulders:

No one is going to tell you to go to class or if
you drank too much or don't do that or you're
grounded.
For many people, your parents are over
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two hours away and, by the time they find out,
it's too late.
You've blown your grades.
You're
going to be surrounded by alcohol the rest of
your life, but does your Dad ever "teach" you how
to drink, like "Here, son, this is alcohol"?
So
you come here and learn from other kids who drink
too much and no one's stopping you ... I mean,
what do you expect?
While Pat was able to go right to the
matter,"

placing blame on students,

University alike,

he was not alone.

participants appeared to

"wonder out

failure of anyone to recognize their
talked a lot about
being immature,

parents,

and the

A number of other
loud"

regarding the

"plight."

and seeking resolution to their depression
Alicia admitted that

"wasn't ready for college,"

and yet

she

compelled to attend because of social pressures
hometown,

Alicia

students not being ready for college,

by drinking in the dorms.
herself,

"heart of the

she,
felt
in her

and pressure from her parents.

Alicia even took the bold step of advising students to
take a year off to grow up,
a lot

speculating that there would be

less drinking as a result:
I think you'd see a lot less partying if that was
true.
It's a hard thing to go through to not
know why you're here.
I mean, because you're
having fun, too.
If you don't go to class and
you have that nice little room.
I mean, it's fun
but it's not fulfilling.
Although Alicia was able to express a certain level of

bravado when it came to suggesting options
own self-reflection was more poignant.
"Growing up is really scary,"
if you don't go to college,"

for others,

her

Comments such as

"You're disappointing someone
and

135

"Partying is the one thing

we know how to be good at,"
the conflict

each highlighted an aspect of

she was dealing with.

Alicia's

issues were

not hers alone,

however.

other students'

stories were similar concerns;

self-doubt,
elements

remorse,

and feelings of

in fact,

failure were common

in many of the participants'

Kristen,

"drinking stories."

the 20-year-old Westside sophomore,

able to surface the
faced.

Woven throughout many of the

"conflict"

was also

that most of her peers

She talked about the many individuals who had been

placed on academic probation.
a second chance,

Although they had been given

they persisted in drinking because no one

had called them on it:
With the people on academic probation, it got to
be more often 'cause now it started on Tuesday
and it was a lot of nights . . . not just the
weekend 'cause these people didn't care about
school.
I mean, they didn't care about anything.
. . . They didn't have to get up in the morning
to go to class because they knew they weren't
coming back and they basically just gave up.
I
mean, they stayed and I know a few of them, their
parents made them come back.
It's 'cause the
majority of the students are happy with the way
things are . . . that's why they call it "Party
Central."
Kristen's comments seemed to highlight the sense of
normlessness that many of the students
environment.
that the

"challenge"

but

it

seemed

was more than they could handle,
"supports,"

be they family,

were not available to them.

particular,

in this

On their own for the first time,

especially since the
faculty,

felt

staff,

One student,

or

in

brought these themes together in an innocent,

striking,

way.

Toward the end of Leah's
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interview,

as

she

talked about

"freedom to
"Funworld"

do

the

"perfect

anything,"

in Pinocchio,

living environment,"

she blurted out
a

the

with

reference

its
to

land where

.
.
. no one works, where boys are allowed to
play all day and eat candy instead of vegetables
.
.
. where you never have to go to sleep on
time, or go to school or study.
It's a paradise.
(Collidi, 1969, p. 245)
When
not

Pinocchio arrived
unlike

the

in the

environment

at

"paradise,"
Central

he

found a place

University:

The country was filled with boys, all the same
age.
There was such noise, merriment, and
shouting that it was quite enough to turn any
boy's head.
Boys were lighting matches, leaping
from piles of rocks, throwing stones, walking on
their hands, laughing screaming, and clapping
their hands.
It was such bedlam .
.
. such an
unrestrained roar that it was enough to deafen a
listener.
On every wall there were inscriptions:
Long live playthings!
There were mountains of
candy, chocolates and sweets of every kind
imaginable.
The boys helped themselves to all of
this, forgetting polite manners and eating with
their hands, never wiping their messy mouths.
Hours, days, and weeks rushed by and crowded
together to make one long, endless holiday.
(Collidi, 1969, p. 245)
Yet,
not

Pinocchio's

unlike

Central

the

frolicking proved to be

experiences

University.

that many students

After all,

something out

short-lived,
had at
of

the

ordinary had taken place:
Overnight he had acquired long donkey ears on
either side of his head.
He began to scream and
pull desperately at the ears, but they continued
to grow.
.
. . His friend Mouse told him, "We
call it the Donkey Disease.
In a few hours you
will be a donkey from head to toe just like the
fellows who pulled the carriage who brought
here."

(Collidi,

Leah's metaphor,
revealing.

Contained

1969,

p.

251)

though

innocent,

in her

story were
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was

extremely

elements

of

how the

structural,

physical,

environment

theory came

University
world,"
toll
to

(Strange

able

proved to be

their own devices,

version of

together

& King,

students were

that

and perceptual
in a

1990).

person-

free will,

for many of

suffered

"play

but

them.

them developed a

and

Central

In this perfect

the undoing
many of

of

totality at

to drink at

"Donkey Disease"

consequences

model

at

a

Left

contemporary

serious

from their drinking.

Summary
The
that

results

on-campus

of

this

study strongly support

drinking was

University and suggest

that

enforcement

cause

surprising
the

was

enforcement

hall

stance

and/or

served as

expense

a

of

lack of
of

this

behavior.

able

of

Students

lubricant,"
of

late

keeping them at

the

to

to

evaluate

Included

study,

that

an arrested stage
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in this

and their

drinking

adolescence but

options,

this

hypocritical

helping them deal

in other problems

and recreational

A more

their developmental

felt

They also admitted that

drinking resulted

Central

concerned about

the university under

immaturity.

and tensions
of

perceptions

idea

policy education and

students were

dorm drinking due

"social

development.

social

that

a

drinking and were

student

complicity in the

stresses

is

serious problem at

from a variety of perspectives.

critique were

needs

root

finding

residence

situation

a

a

the

at

the

of

residence

such as

with the

hall

narrowing their

impacting their academic

success,
out of

and even causing some of their friends to flunk

school.

In both areas of campus,
drinking alcohol

Eastside and Westside,

in the dorms was seen as an accepted and

common way to relax and have

fun with friends,

despite the

fact that Central University's alcohol policy and state law
prohibited underage drinking.

The alcohol policy was not

visible via signs or other intentional methods;

students

received little or no policy education from student/
professional

staff;

and the policy appeared to be enforced

for only the most egregious acts.
"If we don't

see

it,

hear it,

An informal

or smell

it"

"policy,"

of

seemed to

prevail across campus and students were socialized into
this mind set early on in their residence hall tenures.
Finally,
school"
alike,

the university's reputation for being a
appeared to keep everyone,

immobilized,

i.e.,

"party

both staff and students

the self-fulfilling prophecy of

the university's reputation created a cultural

"press"

that

no one could withstand.
In the

final sections,

on implications

for

professional practice and suggestions for further study,
turn our attention to the more global
this research and the areas

insights gained from

for additional

from this endeavor.
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we

study that

flow

Implications and Questions Raised bv This Study
College campuses are complex communities which play a
significant role in shaping the behaviors of students who
reside in them

(Chickering,

1978;

Rodgers,

1990).

The

interactions of students with their campus environments is
powerful in many areas of student behavior,
use of alcohol and other drugs

including their

(Engs & Hanson,

1988).

The

preceding paper has attempted to examine the role that
living in the residence halls at a large state university
played in students'

decisions to drink.

The results of

this particular study have shown that a lack of alcohol
policy education and enforcement in this institution's
residence halls contributed to a cultural

"press" to drink

that strongly influenced student behavior.

Study

participants were able to critique both their complicity in
the drinking and what they viewed as the hypocritical
enforcement stance of the university under study.
Prior research has shown that students who reside in
high-use campus environments show consistently higher
vulnerability to drink than do students who live in low-use
settings
1996).

(Goree & Szalay,

1966;

Presley,

Meilman,

& Lyerla,

This study supported the findings of the literature

and showed that students take their "cues" to drink
directly from the enforcement messages they hear about the
acceptability of drinking in an institution's dorms.

The

uniqueness of this particular research was that it asked
student

"informants" to describe in detail what actually
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happened regarding student drinking and policy education/
enforcement

in their residence halls,

making they had of this situation.
of this research was

and the meaning¬

An unanticipated result

learning that

students

interpreted the

lack of policy enforcement as an absence of caring or
concern for their well-being on the part of the university
under study.

Another significant

insight was that,

the lack of any consistent enforcement protocol

given

from the

University administration and its senior residence hall
staff,

the students became the

and the R.A.s

Ranken,

and Stockwell

onset and control of drinking,

(1979)

set and setting,

of psychological and social variables"
at the college campus and culture,

(p.

and

Looking

one would be hard-

"user-friendly"

environment

student drinking to occur in and flourish.
stance that this paper has put

literature review:

380).

is

especially at an

institution like Central University,
pressed to find a more

suggest that the

like any other behavior,

"function of cues and consequences,

theoretical

or norm setters

failed to enforce policy.

Hodgson,

a

"enforcers"

for

Witness the
forth in the

the convergence of a late adolescent

peer group with an environment that provides easy access
and ready acceptance of heavy drinking and other drug use.
Given the highly charged developmental
"players,"

the

environment,

stage of the

lack of supervision and control

in the

and the volatile nature of alcohol/drugs,

perhaps the word

"collision"

best describes the peer-
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environment dynamic

found at Central University and on many

other college campuses.
Boyer

(1988)

writes that a feeling of anomie

unusual among college students today,
critical

is not

especially in the

first year when attitudes about college life and

"lifestyles"

are being formed.

In this novel culture,

students come to believe rather quickly that drinking,
especially binge drinking,
the demands of academic
ation needs,

is a legitimate way to cope with

life,

identity formation,

and relieving stress/boredom.

family and friends back home,

affili¬

Separating from

finding a new clique,

escaping stress are all reasons that
justify their drinking.

and

and

students use to

Although students everywhere,

students at Central University are no exception,

and

generally

view binge drinking as a rite of passage to adulthood,

it

is often this behavior that prevents them from mastering
the developmental challenges that help them to mature
(Kandel,

1985;

Rivinus,

1988).

While concerned researchers
(1996)
call

and the

late Ernest Boyer

such as Henry Wechsler
(1990)

have rung a clarion

for parents and college administrators to address

campus drinking,

the perceived complexities or lack of real

understanding of the scope of the problem appear to keep
everyone in a state of what might be called
impotence."

Wechsler,

acknowledge that

Boyer,

"institutional

and others readily

student drinking has traditionally

occupied a role as part of

"college life."
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However,

with

the demise of

"in loco parentis"

within the

last

30 years,

abusive drinking and other drug use have gained a dangerous
foothold in many campus communities and college residence
hall systems.

Wechsler

(1997)

has described the

failure of

campus administrators to address the problem by saying:
If we know so much about the problem, why is it
that we have not been able to do much about it?
First, because colleges, like problem drinkers,
do not recognize that they have a problem.
It
has been there so long that they have adapted to
it.
They are lulled into complacency as long as
the problem does not seem to increase or a
tragedy does not occur.
Second, the solutions
that are offered are usually only partial:
a
lecture, an awareness day, a new regulation in
the dorms.
The supply of large quantities of
cheap alcohol is viewed as outside the purview of
college officials.
(p. 43)
Other campus administrators have also echoed
Wechsler's concerns.
University,
demise of
an

Chaplain at Duke

recently wrote about college alcohol abuse,

"in loco parentis,"

"abandonment"

this way

William Willimon,

of

the

and what he perceived to be

students by faculty and administrators

(1997):

I remember a conversation I had with a student
affairs committee in which some of us cynically
referred to as "damage control" the mopping-up
action after a weekend of student carousing and
vandalizing.
A newcomer to the scene, I blurted
out, "Can't something be done about this?
Don't
you think that it's a shame that these people
come to us with such promise and then waste
themselves with alcohol?"
A Dean of Students
responded, "But what can we do?
After all, we
are not their parents!"
"We are not their
parents," I agreed, "but could we not at least be
their older brothers and sisters?
Could we be
their friends?"
(p. 7)
Other writers have highlighted the need for college
administrators to provide leadership and guidance to combat
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student drinking.
(1997)

Expanding on Willimon's theme,

Levinson

has described a traditional age college student as a

"novice adult."

According to Levinson,

few students are

capable of making decisions about the appropriateness of
behaviors such as binge drinking without the guidance of
concerned adults.

Leaving students to themselves,

with

limited skills for discernment,

meager personal experience,

and a rather narrow world view,

Levinson believes many

become:
. . . victims of the most
government ever devised their peers, obeisance to
This is not freedom.
(p.

totalitarian form of
namely, submission to
people just like them.
8)

Institutions such as Central University are especially
at risk for increased problems with student drinking if
they continue to disregard the warnings of Willimon and
Levinson.

Based on his longitudinal study of binge

drinking and the differences in binging rates he discovered
at various campuses,

Wechsler

(1996)

believes that colleges

may create and unwittingly perpetuate their own unique
drinking cultures through student selection,
traditions,

campus

and the manner in which they enforce policies.

Central University,

with its "Party Central" reputation,

may unintentionally be reinforcing its party school
mythology,
students,

using this as a "selling point"

for some

and placing others at risk for acquiring a

drinking problem during their campus residency.
Wechsler

(1997)

maintains that colleges and

universities need to become much more intentional in their
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efforts to combat student drinking.

He recommends that

campus administrators utilize large-scale,
strategies that address prevention,
systems-level change.

long-term

intervention,

As this research has shown,

and
the

issue of alcohol policy education and enforcement in campus
residence halls needs to be targeted as a priority by
college authorities.

While this study addressed only one

institution and its enforcement culture,

the system of

using same-age students,

the R.A.s,

educators and enforcers,

is a common practice on most

campuses.

as front-line policy

As revealed by the students in this study,

system is not working very well.

this

The ambivalent situation

created by a lack of policy enforcement presents a major
problem for college students and for society at large.
Wechsler

(1997)

has stated,

alcohol abuse is a common,

As
not

a marginal activity at many colleges and universities and
it is something that is not going to change unless it is
addressed head-on.

Suggestions for Further Study
Obviously,

the problem of collegiate binge drinking

and drinking in campus residence halls is complex,

with

many areas that need to be addressed to create change.
This research suggested a number of other studies that
could build on the body of knowledge gathered from these
findings.

The following ideas are some suggested avenues

of inquiry.
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First,

research addressing policy education and

enforcement should be conducted at a variety of other
institutions.

While this particular study took place at a

large university which had a "party school" reputation,
similar research should be done at smaller institutions or
universities that are not known for "partying."
especially critical since Wechsler

(1996)

This is

found such a wide

divergence in binge drinking rates at the 140 campuses that
he surveyed,

a range of 1 to 70 percent of the student body

qualifying as binge drinkers.
Another useful study would examine the belief systems
and intrapersonal challenges that R.A.s face when they are
expected to enforce policies with their floor mates.

This

study suggests that R.A.s are constantly placed in
compromising positions when enforcing policy.

Research

findings from such a study would provide student affairs
professionals with valuable insight into the efficacy of
using R.A.s as the primary enforcement personnel in their
residence halls.
Research to date implies that there is a wide gap in
understanding how institutional "denial" or "impotence"
blocks campus leaders from addressing their enforcement
problems.

Studies addressing attitudes about policy

enforcement could ascertain how college administrators and
other student affairs personnel get socialized into an
enforcement stance such as the "If we don't see it,
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smell

it,

or hear it," protocol that was so normalized at Central

University.
Campuses should also undertake surveys to determine
student interest and preference for substance-free
residence halls.

Currently,

30 percent of students at the

University of Michigan opt to live in dorms that prohibit
any use of alcohol or other drugs

(Hammond,

1997) .

Substance-free living needs to be promoted as the "norm"
and not as the exception at colleges and universities.
Colleges and universities need to examine the amount
of money spent on addressing the binge drinking problem.
David Anderson
universities,

(1997),

in a two-decade survey of colleges/

found that the average four-year institution

spent approximately $13,000 for its alcohol program,
excluding the cost of personnel.
seriousness of binge drinking,

Given the extent and

colleges/universities need

to admit that student drinking poses a grave threat to the
educational mission of their institutions and then commit
adequate resources to ameliorate this problem.
Finally,

additional studies which use a qualitative/

naturalistic approach should be undertaken with college
students.

In order to truly understand why students engage

in binge drinking and how or why this behavior continues to
flourish on our nation's campuses,
students in conversations.

we must engage our

and not merely administer pen

and paper quantitative surveys.

This research study has

shown that students are eager to talk with us,
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to tell

their stories,

and to clarify their values about the binge

drinking phenomenon.
problem,

In order to effectively address this

we must join with students,

and listening,

both in questioning

to search for the factors and solutions that

will impact this high-risk behavior.
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APPENDIX A
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM
Study Title:

Student Perceptions of Alcohol Policy
Education and Enforcement in the Residence
Halls at a Large State University

Researcher:

Sandra J.

Whitcomb

I, _, agree to participate in a
research study which is part of the named Researcher's
Doctoral Dissertation on how the campus residential hall
environment at a large University influences students'
decisions to drink alcohol and/or binge drink.
I
understand that I will be asked questions about my
knowledge about the campus alcohol policy and the messages
that students receive about this policy and policy
enforcement.
I also understand that I will be asked
questions about my own underage drinking practices and the
general drinking practices of other underage students in my
residence halls.
I understand and agree that this
interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed and the
transcript will be shared with me if I choose.
I also
understand that I am free to withdraw from this study at
any time during the interview.
I also understand that the
interview, the transcript, and my identity will be kept
confidential.
Contributions that I make toward this
research will be presented in a manner in any written
report that will afford me and other individuals mentioned
anonymity.
Any direct quotes used by the Researcher will
be referenced to a pseudonym.
I also understand that I
will receive 2 credits from the Psychology Department for
my participation in this study and that this research
project has been reviewed and approved by the Human
Subjects Review Committee in the Psychology Department at
Central University under Experiment # 000-000.

Participant

Participant's Age

Researcher

Date
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INTERVIEW GUIDE
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Part

I

-

Student Drinking

"Scene"

1)

Think back to when you were in high school, could you
tell me what the "drinking scene" was like then?
If
you drank or didn't drink, please talk about that.

2)

Now we're going to talk about the present.
How long
have you lived in your residence hall and what has
been your experience with student drinking in this
setting?

3)

How would you describe the
friend?

4)

When does the drinking occur?

5)

How do people get alcohol

Part

II

-

"drinking scene"

to a

into the building?

Policy Education and Enforcement

6)

Now, I'm going to switch gears and ask you about
alcohol policy and enforcement.
What are the rules
around here?

7)

Who informed you about policy and how did they do
that?

8)

Did you ever see any policy signs?

9)

Who enforces policy and how do they do that?
work?

Does it

10)

What happens
work?

Does it

11)

Could you tell me how students

Part

III

12)

Now I'm going to ask you some questions about how
students view residence hall drinking and alcohol
policy enforcement.
Do you think the University takes
the policy seriously?

13)

Can you tell me why students drink in the residence
halls?

14)

How do you make sense of the drinking that goes on?

15)

Is there anything that could be done to change this
situation?
Is there anything else you would like to
add?

-

if

students violate the policy?

feel about the policy?

Student Meaning-Making
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